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Letter from the Editor

Dear Reader,
I would like to begin by expressing my gratitude in your choosing to read this
edition of Verbum; you won’t regret it. We have compiled for you a very rich collection
of religious works by students, faculty, and alumni alike. Featured in this issue are
poems, theological reflections, and professions of faith and love that I think you will find
very enjoyable. This issue contains some very special and unique treats. We have
included a chapter of a novel recently completed by Dr. Ambrosetti, essays from two
professors of the philosophy department, the Religious Studies Department’s Spring 2009
guest speaker’s talk, and multiple writings from alumni. What you are about to read is
truly an extraordinary collection of diverse writings from the larger St. John Fisher
community.
I would like to personally thank all of our contributors, review boards, and
compilers/editors. It takes a number of dedicated individuals to put together a work such
as this. I would also like to encourage you, the reader, to submit something in the future.
We have a number of categories and I am sure that you can find at least one that appeals
to your writing style.
Thank you again to everyone who has made this possible.
Yours,
Peter Santandreu
REST Club President
Editor of Verbum
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St John Fisher College 60th Anniversary

“Alamogordo”
Autumn 1944

*

Ron A. Ambrosetti, PhD

The road into Clovis had been tortuous but tinted with the colors of the New Mexico desert subtly
touched by the incipient autumn. Driving a military Jeep with a comrade from their former B-17 squadrons
in Europe, Joseph Angelina thought how different it would be to fly in this clear, dry air, so remarkably
pure after his recent years of trying to locate enemy targets in cloudy and moody Europe.
Accompanied by fellow veteran navigator and fellow East Coast native, Conrad Stouffer, Joseph
marveled at the shifting landscape on the eastward drive from Alamogordo. Although they had not flown
in the same outfit, the two navigators had seen most of Europe and parts of North Africa; but, they had
never dreamed of this magical and kaleidoscopic terrain outside of their watching the Hollywood Western
movies that had been part of their parallel young lives before the war.
Although their youth had been quickly lost in shattered fuselages over the Romanian oil fields and
a flattened monastery at Monte Cassino, they had fought a war in Europe that had now been won
decisively. The New Mexican landscape that changed from the purple and blue mountains of the Tularosa
Basin, with its amazing and massive dunes of the White Sands, now careened in an eastward look toward
high plains of infinite uncertainty. The Llano Estacado stretched downward from the ranches of Ruidoso
to the relentless prairie of Roswell and now finally the outskirts of Clovis.

*We are pleased to offer to our readers the first chapter of a recently complete novel, “Maiden Choice
Lane,” by our college Provost.

Besides having flown B-17s over the turbulent and flak-filled skies of Europe for the many months past,
both Joseph and Conrad shared another vital link. Each was a bridegroom in recent weeks, and each had
married a hometown woman who had waited for nearly four years. The final connection was that both
newly wed couples were moved suddenly to New Mexico for a supposed honeymoon, courtesy of the
United States Army Air Force’s official orders.
Steering the Jeep out of Roswell earlier that day, Joseph inquired of the happiness of the other
newlyweds: “Have you and Phyllis discovered the connubial bliss of lying together night after night under
the desert stars?”
Conrad smiled quickly as his own coarsening wit and barracks humor overwhelmed Joseph’s too
refined approach: “If she does not stop keeping me up all night long, I am going to need some serious
medical attention. I am getting more wiener-wear than four ministers in a phone booth.”
Almost coming out of the passenger’s seat, Conrad immediately threw back his head and started
yipping and yapping like a coyote: “I am the love-making wolf-man of the Tularosa Basin and I run coyote
circles around the tireless lovers tumbling in connubial bliss under those twinkling stars.” Without missing
a beat and instantly switching to a fake Western accent, Conrad put his hand on the driver’s shoulder: “Son,
you might try your own game a little also.” Conrad enjoyed his own humor as he persisted in his maniacal
laughter and canine contortions. In all of these antics, Joseph recognized the intentional but brotherly
assault on his own too slightly refined sensibilities, and he just stared stoically and drove toward the desert
highway ahead.
Continuing, Conrad broke out into a broad grin: “Well, sure, Phyllis is happy. I just don’t know if
it was coming here on a New Mexico honeymoon or simply escaping from Newark.”
Pausing slightly for a shift in tone, Conrad looked deeply into Joseph’s eyes for the briefest of
moments while Joseph trained his glance back on the road: “Has Theresa ever told you that you talk in your
sleep?” Still watching the road, Joseph shook his head for negative.
“Phyllis tells me that I sob in my sleep, nearly every night.” Joseph suddenly grasped that
Conrad’s vaunted all-night hardness was the cover for a softness that went way beyond the physical.
Several miles passed before Joseph spoke again. “We saw some bad stuff. Oddly enough, the
worst part for me was not the actual flying but the waiting when my outfit did not go out. Once in North

Africa, we were waiting for a sister wing to return from a run over Italy. We heard that one of the planes
was coming in on one engine. We did not know who it was until they made the approach and we saw the
name and the markings on the nose. The plane had no windows left and the single engine was trailing thick,
black smoke. They hit too hard and the plane exploded on impact. We had to go out and pick up the pieces.
The airfield was festooned with twisted metal, sinews of human flesh, and odd bits and pieces of leather
wallets and photos from home. We had had breakfast with those guys just ten hours earlier. They had
walked out of the mess hall, laughing wildly and yelling back to us to ‘Keep the beer cold and the women
hot.’”
What Joseph had not told was his own wounding in that incident as he stood too near the flight
line and the entire back of his body had caught full force a violent metallic hurricane of tiny bits of
shrapnel. What Joseph also did not tell was of the nights that Theresa would rub salve on the score of tiny
wounds on her husband’s back and vertebrae. What Joseph did not know at that point was that the
inorganic, alloyed parasites would corrode his insides and burrow outwards for the next 60-some years.
Both airmen held several moments of silence in wonder of the random sort of their own survival.
Conrad watched the landscape pass by as the foothills knelt down reverently to a level and kind earth—not
unlike a huge bomber’s gentle landing at its rehearsed eight-degree glide path angle.
Naturally in possession of a map, the two navigators on the approach from the south to Clovis
actually needed no assistance beyond their keen and experienced eyesight. Their destination lay just to the
west of town, an Army Air Force base. The landing strip and base could not have been missed as the
endless rows of gleaming new B-29 Super Fortresses—seventeen in all—jutted upward from an endless
horizon. These mammoth warplanes had just been delivered with special modifications from the Glenn L.
Martin plant in Omaha, Nebraska. The scale of the sight of row after row of the brilliant bombers was
awesome as just two of the planes could fill a football field with their 141-foot wing spans and sinusoidal
tails nearly three stories high.
After clearing tight security at the front gate, the two veteran airmen were ushered to a stucco
building adjoining the landing strip. There they were greeted by an unsmiling lieutenant colonel who
would eventually pilot the most-famous-of-all B-29 to be named after his mother, Enola Gay Haggard of
Glidden, Iowa. The colonel had given up medical school in 1936, in the face of opposition from his father

but with full support from his mother, to fulfill a deep desire to fly. The mother’s influence on the son’s
destiny as an ace bomber pilot in Europe would later find a curious page in history in the cursive etching of
her name on the much photographed nose of one of these specially rigged planes.
The two veteran navigators were given their orders in brief and unceremonious terms. The light
colonel explained that an airfield would be constructed in Alamogordo to receive an unknown number of
the shining B-29s currently reposing just outside the doorway to the adobe hut. Joseph and Conrad would
assist in ferrying the planes to Alamogordo in the next few weeks. The colonel told them bluntly that once
that task was completed both men might be transferred to the Pacific war theatre for combat missions on
these or other squadrons of B-29s. Before handing the two navigators off to a subaltern for a tour of the
planes and some hasty equipment training, the colonel told them to talk to no one unless spoken to and
forget anything that they might see around the flight line today or later in Alamogordo.
Driving back to Alamogordo later that evening, the two airmen were less bothered by their secret
mission than the realization that they might be sent to the Pacific front. It would have been fine to have
gone straight from the 8th Air Force in Foggia, Italy to the South Pacific. But, now, to have escaped the
threshing machine with its daily rhythm of the combat briefings, the sleepless nights before the missions,
the camaraderie of the fearful crew, and finally the mission aloft itself—to have had the briefest of respites
from that brutal routine—and to have known the love of a wife in equally sleepless nights of lovemaking
on the desert floor—now the return to duty would be a cruel twist of fate.
__________________________________________________________

Theresa Angelina, the radiant bride, on the very next morning and also after a rare night of no love
making, recognized the dark clouds on her husband’s brow. “Joseph, what happened in Clovis yesterday?
You tossed and turned all night.”
“I know. I hardly slept. Let’s not talk about it now.”
“Don’t you think that Phyllis will tell all by lunch today? I hear everything else about her and
Conrad’s antics. I’d rather hear it from you, my love.”

“We will probably not be staying here that long. There’s a good chance that I will be sent to the
Pacific for the final act there. Most likely a massive air assault on Japan. Or, months of sorties over IndoChina and the occupied islands. Either way, the honeymoon will be over soon, it seems.”
“Joseph, I waited for nearly four years while you were in Europe and Africa. I will wait again—
whatever it takes. I know that you will come home, just like I knew that you were coming back last time.
Besides….” Theresa’s voice trailed off.
“Besides what?” Joseph was quick to pick up on the truncated thought and sentence. The attentive
bridegroom sensed a significant silence. He looked deeply into the dark eyes of his beautiful, young wife.
She responded slowly.
“I am not one hundred per cent sure, but I feel different. I think that I might be pregnant. Even if
you must go to the Pacific war, you will come home to your son.”
___________________________________________
Living in a small, makeshift adobe cabin on the outskirts of Alamogordo, Joseph and Theresa
enjoyed a splendid view of the Tularosa Basin and its incredibly white sands surrounded by ranges of sawtooth mountains. The cabin was rented out by a local couple, the Wilsons, who were the progeny of
multiple generations of Anglo New Mexicans. The Wilsons had several children, all of whom were
engaged in the family ranching and agricultural sales business. The Wilsons were Westerners down to their
boots, and the entire family was a bit amused by their Eastern tenants’ sense of visiting a movie set on a
Wild West film.
The Wilsons of Roswell, New Mexico had taken an instant and strong liking to the young
Angelinas of Baltimore—despite a multitude of cultural and religious differences. The Wilsons were the
sons and daughters of the High Plains who had descended from the wagon train settlers of the American
West; the Angelinas were the first generation of a new wave of southern European settlers who came to
America well after the Western frontier had closed. Nonetheless, the patriarchal Jared Wilson saw in the
newlywed couple the very spirit that had fired his own ancestors’ dream of starting anew in a virgin land
that held the future of both family and country. The Angelinas had come to paradise, fresh from the war’s
blood letting in Europe, but full of hope and love for each other. And besides, the Wilsons brought the
young couple in like family when the landlord family learned that their new tenants had sought

intentionally to live with the local folk and had evaded the rows of sun-baked aluminum trailers in the
military temporary housing. On many evenings, the Wilsons made just a bit more food than usual and
invited the happy newlyweds to join them for the local fare of venison, chicken fried steak or green chile
stew. The Easterners had never imagined New Mexico-style enchiladas with a dripping fried egg laid on
top of the soft corn shells and pico de gallo sauce. In a safe, new world, Joseph and Theresa lived and loved
as if there never had been a war or a war’s wearisome wait before Alamogordo; and likewise they were
oblivious to their immediate surroundings of wartime secrecy and science, as if the final act of the Pacific
War could wait equally forever. By day they pretended that Joseph simply went off to work in the morning
and came home from a normal 9-to-5 job; by night they allowed themselves to be enveloped by the velvet
night sky and countless, twinkling stars that were best seen from the prostrate but ardent acrobatics of
lovers tumbling on the desert floor.
__________________________________________
The bright, stainless steel blade of the foot-long Buck knife broke the skin just below the throat
and was drawn effortlessly down over the rib cage and a little more deeply into the abdomen. Surprisingly
the flow of blood was not torrential, even as the blade was removed from the exposed cavity of spilling
entrails and organs. From her bedroom window in their rented adobe cabin, Theresa Angelina remained
hidden but watched as Jared Wilson showed her husband how to dress a white-tail deer. Just a few feet
from the window, a beautiful 15-point buck was hanging from a live oak tree as its entrails were quickly
and expertly removed by a seasoned hunter. The Wilsons knew how to live off their beloved country and
reap the harvest of their pioneer proximity to the plenitude of nature-- and its solitude.
Inside the window and not wanting to be seen, Theresa instinctively gripped her lower belly with
both hands. She was many weeks late with her period and the morning sickness ebbed and flowed; but, she
was certain that she was carrying a child. In fact, remembering her family’s folklore about pregnancy and
childbirth, she was certain that the child would be a boy. Her morning urine looked and smelled so
differently.
Looking outside once again at the gutting of the prize buck, Theresa continued to hold in her belly
with the pressure of her slightly spread hands across the abdomen, as if the scene outside the window
threatened the safety of her own womb’s precious contents.

While fighting off her own irrational fears, Theresa happened to catch the look on her husband’s
face just a few feet outside the window. He stood in the deep shadow of the sprawling live oak, but his
memory leaped thousands of miles away to a rock and sand runway in North Africa. He saw the remnants
of the cherry explosion of sinewy strings of red muscle and jagged bone splinters, but it was not the carving
of the rich venison before his very eyes. His mind’s eyes were looking up into a tranquil, azure Algerian
sky. From out of the clear blue, a single engine labored and gasped to reach the safety of a runway way too
far distant. The formerly proud bird was leaving a thick trail of oil and smoke; the crew was trailing
invisible clouds of immortality.
Opening the side door to the adobe cabin, Theresa called quietly to her visibly tormented husband.
The Wilsons had invited the greenhorn Yankee out for a western-style deer hunt that had gotten Joseph up
out of the bridegroom’s toasty bed at 3 a.m. Joseph had done well with the preparation for the hunt, even
hoping to catch a deer in the open sights of his Winchester 30-30, up until the up close gutting of the large
buck.
Looking at her husband’s brightening visage as he approached the door, Theresa handed Joseph a
steaming cup of Mexican chocolate. “Tell Jared and the others that I have more where this came from.”
Theresa invited the small band of hunters into the cabin for cookies and hot chocolate. The New Mexicans
stayed briefly and then moved back to the task of spreading ground pepper into the gaping cavity that once
held the heart and vital organs of the beautiful animal. The black granules of ground peppercorn would
both preserve the meat and season the best cuts to the taste of the prairie dwellers.
________________________________________________
From that same side door to the ancient adobe cabin, Theresa would see Joseph off to his daily, or
sometime nocturnal, tasks.

From this portal, Theresa was aware that Joseph was crossing another

threshold. He was navigating the new, specially rigged, Super Fortresses over the mountains and into the
Tularosa Basin. At each daybreak or dusk, she wondered about the rumored “gadget, “ as it was called,
that was to be the precious cargo for these planes that Joseph was flying in mock trials. Each time he left,
especially at the darkening dusk departures, from that obscure side door, Theresa would poke out her head
with her characteristic pink ribbons and watch Joseph’s jeep drive toward the deepening night of the east.
Almost always, and always at night, she could never go right to bed or to sleep; instead she sat by a modest

fire in the hearth and instinctively held her lower belly and its own precious contents. From the first
stirrings of life in her womb, she sensed and feared some distant and deep connection between the two
mother loads and their awful deliveries.
_____________________________________________
Watching carefully as the pilot of the B-29 steered the sleek craft southward after passing Ruidoso
and the crest of the mountainous peaks, Joseph Angelina was seated most unusually in the co-pilot’s seat in
these brief, unorthodox but mission-critical flights into the Alamogordo landing strip. As the mammoth
bomber floated through its easy arc to the south, Joseph’s eyes drifted to the north. One could not miss the
brightly lit tower at the northern end of the White Sands testing range. The pilot, seeing his navigator’s
distraction in glancing at the forbidden and frightening world of the north range, simply said: “The home of
‘the gadget’ it is, eh? And how are the stables of eggheads going to fit that size contraption into the belly of
our proud bird here, do you think?” After mixing with hundreds of comrades on the flight crews, Joseph
detected a Canadian upbringing in the tag questions of the pilot.
Joseph smiled.

Despite the pilot having higher rank over Joseph, this untested and newly

commissioned captain had not been posted in the European or any air combat theatre. Because of his own
veteran war time action, Joseph quietly assumed his own senior status and merely replied: “If that ‘gadget’
can end the war with Japan and save all of us—the air assault teams and the millions of ground forces—
from senseless dying on all sides, then I am all for it.” Joseph paused and thought about the option that
many of the Trinity scientists were proposing: “Perhaps we only need to give a demonstration of ‘the
gadget;’ that alone should bring surrender from Japan.” Joseph’s deeply private hope erupted from the
many months of flying into hell and being partly responsible for the hell fire that consumed cities, civilians
and flying machines. He knew that he did not want to bring a new, unimaginable Promethean fire to earth
and its silly mortals. Perhaps, he even thought, his son would come into a world made better by the promise
of such weapons so terrible that no plane or infantry brigade would ever again be sent into conflict.
The pilot accepted his subordinate role and he guided the Super Fortress to a gentle glide inside a
massive bowl of White Sands: “The Trinity site is at the center of a six-mile circle that has been left empty;
what does that mean for the plane that drops that thing? Do you think that we can get a distance of 3 miles

that fast before ‘the gadget’ explodes and evaporates the plane too?

Are you planning on the being the

navigator?”
Joseph replied quickly: “I am simply here to ferry these awesome air ships in from Clovis. I know
nothing else.” Without speaking, Joseph concluded in his own head: “I just want to stay here forever in
the magical bowl of crushed white gypsum. I just want to hunt deer and make babies with Theresa.”
________________________________________
Deer hunting season blended with Thanksgiving and as November waned, Joseph informed
Theresa that all of the planes had been transported into Alamogordo. He anticipated his wife’s first question
and simply said: “No one is giving me any information. What is strange is that now that we have brought
the planes here, I have been basically kept away from the flight line. Conrad and I have been intentionally
kept away from the planes.”
“What do you do all day?”
“Well, it has only been three days since we have gotten all of the planes in. But, otherwise a few
of us sit in the company ‘day room’ and read newspapers and magazines much of the time. Every now and
then we are asked some technical question about the specific workings of bomb sights in actual flight or
different weather conditions.”
“Have you ever seen any of the eggheads who are supposed to be making ‘the gadget’?”
“Actually, yesterday I was brought up to the north end of the range near the Trinity test site and
told to go wait in a small building.”
“You didn’t tell me.”
“I was on stand-by for any questions, but no one came near for 2 hours. At one point, a truck
drove up with a boiler-like contraption or furnace on the back. It was covered with masking tape here and
there, as if it was patched up. I think that it was a mock-up of ‘the gadget.’ Several scientists drove up also
and gathered around that boiler-thing. They then left suddenly. I think that I heard one of them speaking
Italian.”
“What was he saying?”

“From what I could hear, he was telling another egghead that the thing could wipe out Manhattan,
from Columbia University to the Battery, if it worked as planned. That’s exactly what he said. He must
have been a scientist from Columbia.”
“Then what happened after that?”
“A colonel came up to me and said that I was no longer needed. I was there in case the Italian
scientist needed a translator.”
Suddenly Joseph remembered his encounter with Padre Pio, just a year ago on a snowy Christmas
Eve thousands of miles away in Southern Italy. The incredible distance since that event was not only one of
geography but also that of an inordinate passage of time. He had not ever told Theresa of the encounter
with the famed stigmatic that now seemed more dreamlike than real.

Joseph meets Padre Pio and serves Mass

“What are you remembering and smiling about?”
“I just remembered the last time that I was able to act as a translator. It was last Christmas in
Foggia. My unit went to mass at Padre Pio’s church. He was amazing—a saint that we all thought of as a
Christmas miracle.”
“You never told me.”
“Since Christmas is around the corner, I promise to tell you the whole story on Christmas Eve.”
She looked at Joseph with doubt.
“I promise.”
“Who was the Italian scientist?”
“I believe that I have heard the name ‘Enrico Fermi’ mentioned at the plant.”
What Joseph could not have known at that moment in faraway and desolate New Mexico was that
he would actually meet the famous Dr. Fermi much later in 1954. After studying at Johns Hopkins evening
school for engineering after the war, Joseph would become a plant engineer at a major ceramics
manufacturer in Baltimore. He, in fact, translated for Dr. Enrico Fermi and Mayor Thomas D’Alessandro of
Baltimore as the famous scientist visited the city of Baltimore. Joseph remembered the famous physicist in
person that year; in almost exactly the ten years since he had seen Fermi near the Trinity testing site, the
Nobel Prize winner had aged deeply. While the mayor fielded questions from the press, Joseph spoke to Dr.
Fermi in the Nobel winner’s native tongue. Joseph told of their chance near-meeting in New Mexico. A
dark cloud passed over the scientist’s prematurely aging face and a wistful, deep gaze was returned to the
translator.
Joseph remembered him again a few months later when the Fermi obituary was published in The
Baltimore Sun. Dr. Fermi was to die of stomach cancer in Chicago at the not-very-old age of 53.
____________________________________

Of all of the Angelinas’ memories of New Mexico and the hospitable Wilsons, Christmas Eve and
Day in 1944 was the happiest and most enduring. In fact, the Christmas season brought fresh and mixed
news for the young newlyweds’ future plans.

A few days before Christmas, Joseph returned from the primitive landing strip and clutch of
simple buildings that were his duty post. Theresa had been experimenting with a green chile stew that was
to be a dinner still a few hours away on that wintry but bright afternoon. As Theresa chopped onions and
green chiles, she would intermittently place both hands with fingers splayed over her swelling and
protruding abdomen. She was happy—and she felt at home, despite being thousands of miles away from
her parents, six sisters and lone brother for the holidays. The side door opened and Theresa saw sad lines
etched across her husband’s face.
“Are you flying ‘the gadget’ when it is ready?”
“No. I am not going anywhere near the Pacific theatre. But…,” Joseph’s voice trailed off. “I am
being sent to Salina, Kansas after the first of the year.”
“We are leaving New Mexico?”
“Yes.”
“What is in Salina?”
“Not much of anything. It is a small air base and in the middle of nowhere. My guess is that I
know too much and the isolation of Salina and the small number of crew men will guarantee security until
‘the gadget’ is delivered.”
“And Conrad?’
“Don’t know. We have all been forbidden to share the news of next assignments.”
“Did he go home early this afternoon also?”
“We all did. He seemed to be in the same mood as me.”
Theresa thought for a moment. “I love you, Joseph. You go to Salina and I will go home to have
the baby. We have been so fortunate to have this time together. And our first child will be a living memory
of what we did and had in this time and place. Very few people, especially in this time of turmoil and
separation, have had the gift of a separate peace in the time of war.”
“I feel that I have failed you. I keep wondering if I could have done more here to get to stay on a
bit longer in Alamogordo.”
“This thing is way bigger than us. We are small actors in a very large drama. You have done
everything that a wonderful husband, and soon to be father, could have done. Come, my adorable husband,

and help me with shredding the cheese for a homemade green chile stew. Others, not you, will have their
destinies and appointments in Asia. You have paid your dues.” A slight stirring in her abdomen would
cause her to remember those prophetic words many years and emotional lifetimes later.
“I will join you in Baltimore after ‘the gadget’ is delivered.”
“And I will deliver to you the most beautiful baby. You will come home to a family and future
that awaits you, once again and always.”
_______________________________________
When the Wilsons heard that their favorite Easterners were on orders to leave right after the New
Year’s start, the New Mexicans invited Theresa and Joseph to their mountain retreat for their traditional,
family Christmas Eve. The Angelinas had not even known of the spacious log cabin near Cloudcroft.
Rising abruptly from the eastern slope of the Alamogordo basin, Cloudcroft sat in the Lincoln National
Forest and was a year round pinnacle of plenty. The desert rose within 20 miles to cherry and apple
orchards drooping with heavy fruit in the summer; in the winter, Cloudcroft became an Alpine utopia far
from the convection currents of the desert and its Frankenstein-makers.
On Christmas Eve afternoon, after a few days of packing and bidding farewell to some of their
friends who departed New Mexico early for an intervening leave back East, Joseph and Theresa sat in their
cabin in Alamogordo and waited for their ride to the Wilsons’ mountain cabin. The Angelinas had been
warned to bring winter gear. While the Tularosa Basin could be quite warm in late December, the crests of
the mountains near Cloudcroft were predictably cold and blustery. From the desert floor, Joseph could see
the dark tops to the Cloudcroft peaks and knew that the snow would be piling up.
While Theresa double checked the suitcases for warm clothes and the modest Christmas gifts for
the Wilsons, Joseph was struck silent by the similarities of this Christmas Eve to exactly that of one year
ago. He was once again ascending a mountain in the snow for a quiet and holy celebration; once again he
was looking forward to the break from war and fear. But, this time here in New Mexico, he had Theresa,
her strong love—and the baby to be born in the coming year. Nonetheless, he planned that later that night,
in the midst of snuggling and love making, he would tell Theresa the story of last year’s visit to the saintly
Padre Pio on a bitterly cold night in the Apennine Mountains. Last Christmas Eve he had witnessed the
miracle of the stigmatic Padre Pio, who had also imparted to Joseph strong words of hope and the necessity

of winning the war. This year, in the loving fold of the New Mexican natives and his own sweet wife, he
waited for another miracle, even as his own faith had been exploded in the crushed fuselages of broken men
and airships.
The mountain darkness was falling on Cloudcroft when Theresa and Joseph were welcomed into
the two-story lodge that was the Wilsons’ family retreat and ritual home for the holidays. The Angelinas
were greeted by their new family and Joseph glanced immediately at a large hearth that held enough flame
and hard wood smoke for the hanging hunks of venison and turkey. Facing the orange, glowing hearth was
a Great Room that held a gigantic Christmas tree at the center; around the tree, sofas, small tables and
chairs were positioned for food, drink and human warmth.
Climbing a sweeping staircase, the Angelinas were shown to a cavernous, candle-lit bedroom;
they understood immediately that the Wilsons had forfeited their master bedroom. The entire interior of the
log-cabin lodge was buttressed with unvarnished and rough-hewn mountain cedar. The setting seemed that
of a medieval castle with knights, ladies, blazing hearths and tables groaning under the heavy platters of
carved meats and libations. Beyond the castle’s latticed windows, the gentle streams of candle light
illuminated the driven Cloudcroft snow that danced around and decorated the outer edges of the lodge.
Joseph and Theresa looked at each other in disbelief and willingly stepped into the final act of their fairy
tale honeymoon.
_________________________________
Just a few weeks later, the Wilsons sadly waved good bye twice to their adopted children from the
East. Theresa departed first, going back to Baltimore to live with family and prepare for the birth of their
first child. Joseph saw his wife to the train station in Roswell and himself departed with a small band of
comrades on a B-29 that flew directly to Salina, Kansas. There Joseph stayed, expecting to be deployed to
the Pacific at any time, until the summer of 1945. However, outside of a few trips to Omaha to deliver new
Super Fortresses, he never left the States.
At Mercy Hospital in downtown Baltimore, and true to her intuitions about the baby’s gender,
Theresa delivered a son at the end of June. The military authorities granted Joseph a compassionate leave
to go home and see his son. The slow trains carrying the new father, however, were not so kind. Joseph

was detained as a low priority traveler and he had great difficulty making connections on the military
railroad network.
And there was one more distraction that detained Joseph, even as he was bouncing up the stone
steps to his in-laws’ home in Highland town. Just inside the door waited his wife and their two and one-half
week old son, John. Adjusting the leather strap on his heavy bag, and trying to open the front screen door to
the elevated row home, Joseph glanced down at the morning’s newspaper splayed open on a porch glider.
The muted story at the bottom of the front page simply reported a successful test of a military weapon in
New Mexico. It was July 16th, 1945 and Joseph knew that what could not have been written in the press
was that the tower “gadget” at the Trinity site back in the White Sands must have produced unimaginable
devastation. Joseph thought of the Italian scientist who must have witnessed his prediction made real. Even
as he fell upon his wife and newborn son in an explosion of joy and pride, the troubling tower and its
boiler-like contraption dominated his mind’s eye.
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A Consideration of the “Apocryphon of James”

After reading the Apocryphon of James, also known as the Gospel of James, I am
intrigued by the way that the text seems to contain both significant parallels and unique
dissimilarities to the canonical gospels found in the New Testament. Although there is not a
scholarly consensus in regards to an explanation for these apparent contradictions within the
document, the historical background surrounding the written account seems to offer some
indication of the original author’s motivations and intentions in writing it.
According to translator Francis E. Williams, the document’s writer professes to be James,
the brother of Jesus. However, since it was common for ancient writers to compose literature
under a pseudonym, it is doubtful that the text was actually written by James. In addition,
Williams contends that the document seems to include material that can be dated to prior oral
and possibly even written transmissions, so it is not entirely the work of a sole individual.
Ultimately, though, the document is equally worthy of study and consideration as an early
account of Jesus’ interactions with his disciples regardless of its authorship.
Towards the beginning of the account, the author refers to the attempts of the disciples to
recall the sayings of Jesus and compile them into written form. Based upon this reference,
Williams infers that the text was most likely written during the first half of the second century,
since the author’s statement indicates that he was writing at a time in history when it was still
possible to discuss the oral sayings of Jesus before they had been officially documented.
Further, he argues that the text could not have been written past 314 C.E. because it emphasizes

the significance of martyrdom, which became obsolete after Christianity was no longer
persecuted as an illegitimate religion. Within the document, several parables of Jesus are
referred to by title only. As Williams contends, this would seem to indicate that the text was
written during a period in history during which people were already familiar with the stories
attributed to Jesus. Arguably, this familiarity could have been founded upon the oral tradition
that was responsible for maintaining the original sayings and teachings of Jesus before they were
transcribed to paper. Nevertheless, such awareness would have necessitated a relatively
substantial duration of time between Jesus’ life and ministry and the composition of James’
work.
The tradition of Gnosticism was popular during this time in history, and the Gnostic
undertones in the Apocryphon of James are readily apparent. Gnostics believed that there were
“secret” elements and sources of deeper knowledge within the Christian religion that only certain
individuals were permitted to access and understand. There were several societal conditions that
contributed to the development of Gnostic thought, including ancient Middle Easterners’
fascination with mystery religions, which professed to offer enlightened understandings of
specific deities to its members, who were required to undergo initiation rites before being
recognized and included in the tradition. Gnosticism is completely contradictory to traditional
Christian thought, since it seems to insinuate that only certain groups of people can have access
to God. God is portrayed as highly selective and restrictive in whom he allows to come to Him
and truly know and understand Him. In contrast, Christianity proclaims that by coming to Earth
in the person of Jesus Christ, God established that all humankind could experience salvation in
response to His Son.
The Gnostic themes in the Apocryphon of James begin with a declaration at the start of
the letter that the information about to be shared in the text was intended by Jesus only for James
and Peter. James urges the recipient of this letter, whose name could not be distinguished in
translation, to refrain from distributing the text on a widespread level. Based upon this request, I
wonder how it was that the document came to be read and preserved by a significant number of
individuals, eventually reaching humans living in the twenty-first century. I can only surmise

that the popularity of the mystery religions contributed to the text’s visibility and prominence.
At any rate, James continues by describing a detailed and complex account of an interaction that
he professes to have occurred between himself, Peter, and Jesus exactly five hundred and fifty
days after Christ’s resurrection. Williams notes that the primary focus of this text is on the
concept of martyrdom, which is reflective of common Gnostic ideas that centered on death
of the physical body. Gnostics considered the physical world to be separate from and in
opposition to the spiritual world, and, therefore, disregarded the body as insignificant and
corrupt. As a result, it would not be difficult for the author of the document to defend and
encourage the practice of martyrdom.
In the text, Jesus asks his disciples, “Do you dare to spare the flesh, you for whom the
Spirit is an encircling wall?” Shortly thereafter, he states, “[N]one of those who fear death will
be saved.” Further, he declares that the kingdom of God belongs to those who subject
themselves to death rather than, as is present in the canonical gospels, those who receive the
kingdom “like a little child.” Although it could be argued that these references to putting one’s
self to death are figurative in nature rather than literal, the context of the phrases suggests that the
author intended them to be interpreted literally. In the text surrounding these verses, Jesus warns
his disciples of the persecution and imprisonment they will encounter, and urges them to remain
steadfast and not to fear the pending suffering or the loss of their earthly bodies.

In traditional Christian literature, the body and soul are believed to be dependent upon
one another. The New Testament establishes that Christ will resurrect and restore both bodies
and souls at his second coming. The clear-cut distinction between the two entities that seems to
be present in the Apocryphon of James does not seem to be emphasized to the same degree in the
New Testament canon.
This work contains numerous references to the kingdom of heaven, which, like the
references in the gospels of the New Testament, are ambiguous and layered with potential
interpretive meanings. They contain subtle parallels to one another, but are essentially dissimilar
in terms of their content. According to James, Jesus stressed the importance of being filled with

what was presumably his knowledge, and included it as a prerequisite for entering the kingdom
of heaven. For instance, this aforementioned reference to the necessity of being filled in order to
enter the kingdom could arguably be paralleled to the frequent occasions within the New
Testament when Jesus warns against the behaviors that might inhibit an individual from entering
the kingdom of God. Both passages describe the kingdom as a state that necessitates a certain
condition of living in order to be experienced by a person. However, the two passages vary
rather significantly in their central message. The verses in the Apocryphon of James reflect a
Gnostic perspective in terms of their focus on acquiring secret knowledge, and discuss a state of
being. Contrastingly, the verses in the synoptic gospels discuss a way of living.
I noticed that there are several elements of this text that seem to coincide with passages in
the canonical gospels, although with subtle differences. Towards the letter’s conclusion, Jesus
speaks of the building of a house that will provide shelter. This reminds me of the passage in
Matthew and Luke during which Jesus compares a sturdy house to a person who puts his
teachings into practice. Much like the discrepancies between the references to the kingdom of
God in the Apocryphon of James and the kingdom references in the canonical gospels, these two
separate accounts differ considerably in terms of content. While the subject of the text in the
synoptic gospels is an action in terms of the possible results of a positive response to the
teachings of Jesus, the Apocryphon of James depicts Jesus himself as the subject, as he is
depicted as a builder of a valuable house.
There are many elements within the Apocryphon of James that I found to be
rather unclear and contradictory to one another. For example, in the previously mentioned
section that emphasizes the themes of death and dying, Jesus implores his disciples to “scorn
death” and to “take thought for life.” However, several sentences after this exhortation he
establishes that they should “become seekers for death,” and, later, that “none of those who have
worn the flesh will be saved.” These two instances seem to contradict one another in terms of
message. Perhaps, the phrase “become seekers for death” is meant to be read literally in the
context of martyrdom, while the command to “scorn death” is figurative language for spiritual
death.

Of course, my limited knowledge with early Christian literature, especially texts that are
not included in the New Testament, may inhibit my ability to critically examine the document on
a more advanced level. As with any ancient text, it is imperative that this letter be evaluated in
terms of its social, historical, and cultural context in order that it’s meaning may not be distorted
or misconstrued. Once these elements are considered, however, it is possible to gain insight into
the significance of the document to its ancient Middle Eastern readers in addition to its continued
relevance to the consideration of Christianity and its development.
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*** Your Power Over Me
I hold my brother's hand,
I feel the pain life inflicted upon him.
I look into my sister's eyes,
Grief washes down on me.
Your Power over me,
Tormented by the anguish of society,
Comforted by Your everlasting presence.
I am who I am,
Exactly who you made me to be.
I commit to show love
My sister never knew,
To show understanding and acceptance,
My brother's heart desires.
Help me to show all who I am,
Who I was created be,
So my sister can rejoice,
And my brother smile once again.
Emily Lalka

Sing
A heart sings a love song that none can hear
It sings of torrid angst, sullen loves, the things no soul can bear
Its lips, they touch, they embrace life’s frolics, and rhetorical hate
It spews, it whispers and ardently participates
In its death, its slaughter of flesh, ego and will
It tears; it stings and lays bare its soul to kill
A heart sings a song that no ear can hear
Except the Master of Heaven whose arms can fully bear
The weight of our feats, the depth of our pain
He’s bruised for our shortcomings, beaten for our shame
Sing no more of angst, repulsions, failures or defeat
For you’ve been kissed, renewed, rebuilt, and stand free
Let your heart sing the song that man’s ear will never hear
A song of truth and power beyond what any soul can bear

Selena Cochran

Ascend to Your Heaven

The stairs slowly ascend
to a solitary room,
a place where you can be free.
With large, open walls
and a ceiling-free roof,
all the elements combine,
from the room and outside,
to become one small arena.
The sunlight streams in,
chasing away the shadows
and filling everyone who sees it
with happiness and peace.
One look around and
relaxation creeps upon you,
forcing you to forget the troubles
and problems that came
with this blessed new day.
Tomorrow once again will come,
perhaps with sorrows and trials,
but heaven will be here waiting for you.

Amanda Marchese

Faculty/Staff Flowers

Questions
Is faith only
A borrowed robe,
A vestment of perfection
Lent to mankind
In genuflection
By a trinity of famous friends,
A communion of the absolute?
Or is it
The mysterious matrimony of
Belief and doubt,
An inclusive offering
Of the Right Hand Of The Father
Brimming with humanity,
So full of grace?

Dee Hogan

Treasure at Cobbs Creek
On the first road
as it dips before Cobbs Creek,
Far back from this main passage
And behind a building, white;
A place sanctified by Sunday mornings
and Wednesday nights
A smattering of believers
echoing the prayers of ancient texts
and listening, so as to heed,
the challenge of the modern preacher.
Under the shade of moss-strewn oaks
in the peaceful silence of the red-clay Mother
Lie the Fathers of my Father.
Known by many; remembered by few.
Fathers who loved often and lived well
giving self to cause and kin
before yielding to the demands of time.
The private serenity oddly offset
by the rush of passing travelers
speeding to destinations close and far.
I stand to ponder the lineage
of namesakes I have never known.
Their stories only briefly heard
each word; each one a Jewell held within the boundary of earths treasure chest
waiting for Salvation to open the lid
and release them completely
from the last mortal bond.
Today the fifth son of those present
Has come to visit and pay respects;
To offer a prayer for all that has been
And share a glimpse of what is to come.
To remember.
Remembering?
I have no privilege to remember
So I sit and reflect
Trying to know that which may have been;
Pulling together scraps of stories long forgotten,
trying to make a stained-glass portrait

out of haphazardly placed shards of glass
not knowing what image may emerge
yet confidant that it will be beautiful whatsoever.
I sit to know Dixie rising once again, if only in spirit.
This time a merging of South and North
To battle the unrelenting and merciless foe of time.
A soft breeze blows rays of the January sun
Shuffling through the woods
Bringing hints of pulp and pine;
Sea air not far off
My childhood revisited in a moments consideration.
Returning to the task at hand
I am filled with the gratification of seeing
and knowing now, if only in thought,
those whose name I carry –
a gift I can only wish to pass on.
Alas.
For as the fifth son stands his post
To declare his place in a name well served
He knows it dies with him.
Fleeting sorrow of this passing identity is short-lived
And this vestige gives way to the joy of heritage,
Found at a deeper level than a simple surname,
For the legacy of blood-ties lives on.
Time runs short and the journey calls me forward.
Should I pass this way again
I will not hesitate
For here is home, in a way.
A home that holds a treasure of knowing.
The Jewells found at Cobbs Creek.
Deacon Tom Jewell

The World Seen through the Lens of
Faith
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Emily K. Lalka

Take the Time to Walk

The busyness of life distracts me from the One I long to be with. Sometimes life
just takes over, and I get busy writing this paper and reading that chapter, prioritizing
what’s due first. Then I remember that God is always first and I stop to revaluate my
priorities. I take the time to refocus and be with my Creator. The best times I have with
God are when I’m taking a walk outside.
One day when the weather was beautiful I decided to take the time to walk. As I
began walking I thought, “Wow, it’s been a long time since I walked with my best
friend…I missed you;” I felt laughter erupt inside of me and I heard, “What do you
mean? I always walk with you; every step you take, I take too. Sometimes you just
forget that I’m there.” I realized that this was entirely true. I felt a flicker of guilt for
ignoring my only friend that has been with me all my life. But just as quickly the guilt
was swept away as I was overcome with intense love. At that moment I walked past a
waterfall and I stopped. I looked up at the sky and all around me and admired the
beautiful world my best friend created.

For the rest of my walk I was walking on earth, but I was in an entirely different world.
When it came time to return to my home, my friend said to me, “Remember I am always
with you. The steps that you take will be lighter and the path you follow will be easier if
you remember this.”
Since then I talk to God all of the time in everything that I am doing. I feel
incredible peace inside of me. My steps are lighter and my path is easier. I just
continuously remember that my best friend is always by my side.
Take the time to walk. You may think you are walking by yourself, but soon
you’ll realize that you are never alone, because my best friend is also your best friend.

Faculty/Staff Eye

Easter Came Early That Year:
A Eulogy to My Wife
Dan Edes, PhD

The moss crumbles under my nails as I scrape away the overgrowth
obscuring my grandfather's name. It flakes away into powder; while a
light breeze scatters the remnants over the broken lamb marking my
youngest brother's grave. I never knew Michael. He survived only days
in the hospital unable to breathe correctly. Ironically, beside him is
Bill, another brother undone by an ailing chest: pneumonia compounded
with HIV/AIDS, or is it vice versa? Anyway, that was 1985 and HIV was
still the gay man's disease and now, seven years later, not much has
really changed. Back in 1967, Bill introduced me to the music that
would later define the “summer of love.” He changed my life in so many
ways. My obsession with this and other music was just one.
My sister, sensing my wool gathering, touches my shoulder. I need to
move Ellen's ashes into place; time for the ritual; time for the
eulogy. Ellen would approve of this. It starts out with three poems
from T.S. Eliot and ends with the 23rd Psalm – a combination of
desolation and reverence. This is not a eulogy in the strictest sense;
yet, the overall tenor parallels much that would describe her life. To
my left, a couple of town workers lean on their shovels while talking
to the minister. Their day won’t end until after we leave, when they
can finally replace the freshly upturned soil. As we all gather, the
minister steps before us and begins. I am wrong about the order of the
eulogy. It starts with the Lord's Prayer.
“Our Father Who Art in Heaven....
Easter came early last year. It seems so long ago. The vigil from the
night before became a waiting game on this Easter morning. Wodehouse
had been my companion for most of that time. The messengers were
returning to the operating room, remarking on my calmness as they
turned to leave. There was a subtle disconnect, shifting from
Wodehouse's weird universe to this sudden new reality. Had it been a
day later, April Fools’, I might have reacted differently; but this was
Easter. This was the day of resurrection. I sank deeper into the
couch, reading again the last paragraph for a second time. It was
Easter Sunday, I had Wodehouse to read; and time to reflect.
...For Thine is the Kingdom, and the power, and theGlory, for ever.”
“Amen.” I should have worn a short sleeve shirt. A muggy Maine day,
close to 80 degrees; there is absolutely no shade in this cemetery. The

flags left from Memorial Day lay completely still. I can feel my head
start to burn. Ellen loves this weather. It is one of the things on
which we always disagree. I often accuse her of having lizard blood in
her ancestry. Down goes my nephew in a faint. Everything stops. I use
this opportunity to take off my jacket and we all get some water. The
eulogy gets back on track and Eliot takes over.

“To whom I owe the leaping delight. That quickens ym senses in our
waking time...
It was Easter Sunday. Her reaction was different: non-reflective and
visceral. The atmosphere in the room was brittle. Nurses scurried
carefully in and out, fearing to break that thin veneer. The chaplain,
sitting calmly in the rocker, looked shocked, as she expelled him from
the room. "Don't bring God into this!" She always preferred Gorky to
Wodehouse. Gorky’s universe was black and white. He knew how to suffer,
how to rail against the unjust turn of events.
...But this dedication is for others to read: Theseare private words
addressed to you in public.”
The minister has lost his place for the next part of the eulogy. My
father is starting to fidget and my sister and I share a glance of

understanding. Don't get me wrong. I know my mind doesn't seem focused.
It's not that I don't grieve. It's not that I haven't shed tears today.
For some reason, I have always been part observer, part participant in
most everything I do. Ellen often complains of this distance. Why do I
always seem distracted when she tells me something important? Can't I
even give her my full attention on this day?
“Let us go then, you and I, when the evening is spr
ead out against the
sky...
I roam the medical library daily; rummaging deep in the stacks,
searching...searching for clues, cures, any information that will make
sense of our post Easter reality. The copy machine accepts my bountiful
offering of quarters as it spews out pages of information on treatments
and drug regimens. These I take back to Ellen and we read them
together. What I don't copy, what I keep to myself, are the reams of
data about stages and longevity. These linger on the lips of all the
experts during our endless appointments, but we willfully avoid asking
to hear these truths out loud. The doctors are our merchants of hope,
our dream of resurrection.
…Till voices wake us, and we drown.”
Why did I choose so much Eliot? William Blake had seemed too obscure;
Ginsberg too angry; although “Howl” could have had a place here. Today,
Eliot sounds so devastating. “I am Lazarus, come back from the dead,
come back to tell you all, I shall tell you all...” When Ellen reads
Eliot, you hear hope; recognition of life; and, through it all, the
solitude therein. Why can't I hear her voice today? This eulogy is
relentless.
“We are the hollow men. We are the stuffed men. Lea
ning together
Headpiece filled with straw....
Hope and resurrection; the possibility hovers, palpable in all our
conversations. Doctors, survivors, friends, all speak of hope, of
treatments, of success. After years of sleeping on a floor pad, we buy
a new bed. We buy a new couch. We begin to establish a new normal in
our lives. Our success is only stymied by one ugly word: colostomy. It
is a clumsy word, an invasive word. In conversation and on paper, the
flow of discourse can not help but stumble at its juncture. This
clumsiness is mirrored in the effects: unexpected noises, usually at
inopportune times. Sometimes it was a gentle flutter, other times it
trumpeted, much like Joshua at Jericho, tumbling down the walls of
denial we were stealthily trying to build. It demanded attention. Like
no other experience, the daily change left her humbled and dependent,
and she had never been a humble and dependent woman.
...This is the way the world ends
This is the way the world ends
This is the way the world ends
Not with a bang but with a whimper.”
The eulogy is almost over. It could have ended here. The unexpected
parallel between this and the Lord’s Prayer are found in the lines from
this very poem. I don't know if anyone else noticed, except maybe my
sister. Ellen would have known.

“Between the desire and the spasm, Between the potency and the
existence, Between the essence and the descent, Falls the Shadow. For
Thine is the Kingdom.”
It is almost a perfect circle. But perfection is not the intent in this
eulogy...
Suddenly, there were more good days than bad. By that Christmas, we
traveled to her home in Connecticut. Christmas was always her favorite
time of year. This year it was a bright time, a particularly wonderful
holiday. All her family gathered together and she felt almost
completely well. A sense of rejuvenation followed that lasted almost
two months. A new, experimental treatment was found and she became one
of the first to try. Everyone was excited by the possibility of this
drug. There were protocols to follow and endless number of tests. By
the end of this trial, we knew every department in the hospital.
“The Lord is my Shepherd; I shall not want...
It was almost Easter once more. The results were inconclusive. The pain
worsened.
He maketh me to lie down in green pastures:
Morphine drips lead to strange visions. These were scenes straight out
of Burroughs. We half suspected our current doctor went by the name of
Benway; all this strangeness resulting from Bug Powder Dust or the
“black meat” found within the interzone. These attempts at humor waned
quickly as Ellen's moments of clarity faded. While in the past a source
of hope and healing, this hospital visit was different. She just
wanted to go home.

He leadeth me beside still waters
Ellen seldom leaves the upstairs bedroom.
hospice care redeems her dignity.

Unable to heal her illness,

He restoreth my soul....
Although by her side, most day and night, during the last two weeks; I
am not there when she passes. The nurse, on her first hospice case, is
more visibly upset than I am. At 3:00, my son returns from school to
hear the news.
Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadowof death....”
The eulogy is complete.
“Ashes to ashes, dust to dust...”
I now make my final farewell.
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Gregory A. Rupik

An Eschatology of Hope
Hans Urs von Balthasar’s Answer to the “Some or All” Question

First of all, then, I urge that supplications, prayers, intercessions, and thanksgivings be
made for everyone, for kings and all who are in high positions, so that we may lead a
quiet and peaceable life in all godliness and dignity. This is right and is acceptable in the
sight of God our Saviour, who desires everyone to be saved and to come to the
knowledge of the truth.
1 Timothy 2:1-4
“Then [the king] will say to those at his left hand, ‘You that are accursed, depart from me
into the eternal fire prepared for the devil and his angels…’”
Matthew 25:41
Looking at these two passages from the New Testament, one wonders how—if at
all—they can be reconciled. In Paul’s letter to Timothy, we read that God “desires
everyone to be saved,” whereas in the Gospel of Matthew we hear the words of Jesus
Himself condemning “those at his left” to eternal suffering in Hell. These passages are
only a selection of readings from the New Testament which describe the contrasting
destinies of humankind; they pose the question as to whether “all,” will be saved, or only
“some.” This is indeed a problem; one which countless Christians have articulated—and
attempted to solve—throughout Christianity’s history. In far more recent years, Swiss
theologian Hans Urs von Balthasar has surveyed much of the intellectual history of the
Church and has suggested that the judgment of whether “some” or “all” are saved is
entirely beyond the reach of theological inquiry. Balthasar argues convincingly that—

standing forever under God’s judgment—we have no ability to predict, with certainty, the
ultimate outcome of God’s saving act in Jesus Christ. However, Balthasar contends that
all Christians have a duty to hope for the salvation of all humankind, in the absence of
such certain knowledge. In order to defend Balthasar’s conviction, I will first attempt to
articulate the views of the two main opposing schools of thought: those who believe that
all will be saved (whom I have dubbed the Universalists) and those who believe that only
some will be saved (whom Balthasar named the Infernalists). I will then briefly
encapsulate Balthasar’s own Christology and Soteriology in order to illustrate how
Balthasar reaches his own via media between these schools. Finally, I will argue that
Balthasar’s own take on the “some or all” question avoids many of the pitfalls of the
other two positions, and ought to find a welcoming home in contemporary Christian
thought.
New Testament passages like the verse of 1 Timothy quoted earlier can often lead
theologians to postulate that, since God wills all to be saved, God will eventually bring
all souls to Heaven through Jesus’ redemptive work. This view, called apokatastasis
(universal restoration or fulfillment), 1 can be held in a variety of degrees. For our
purposes, the term apokatastasis will refer to God’s restoration of all moral agents to
Himself (including the fallen angels and Satan), and the term universalism will refer,
more specifically, to God’s restoration of all human beings to Himself. Early
formulations of a theory of apokatastasis grew largely out of traditions steeped in Greek
thought. Many of the Early Church Fathers, notably Origen, Gregory of Nyssa and
Maximus the Confessor, held to some notion of apokatastasis. In Greek thought, cyclical
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patterns of “eternal return” saturated the metaphysical tradition and the Greek
understanding of the Cosmos.2 When introduced into this system of thought, Jesus Christ,
revealed as both the Alpha and the Omega, would ultimately bring everything in creation
back to God. Espousing apokatastasis as official Church teaching, however, was
condemned by emperor Justinian and an ecumenical synod at Constantinople,3 thus
making discussion of this theory as an eschatological possibility much more difficult. Far
later, thinkers such as Karl Barth would feel less “allegiance” to such decisions, and
would arrive at positions very close to apokatastasis, but this is fundamentally due to
changing models of soteriology. Those Christians who hold to the belief in a final
apokatastasis or universal reconciliation generally attribute this to the radical nature of
the love of God, revealed in Jesus Christ’s death, and to man’s inability to frustrate God’s
Providential plan.
For others, New Testament passages such as Matthew’s final judgment announce
an unavoidable reality: God’s judgment. Balthasar identifies Augustine as the first to
popularize a view that indeed some souls, if not many, would certainly be lost due to sin.
Combining humankind’s concupiscence, free will and the broad, easy road to destruction
described in the Gospels, Augustine postulated that humanity was for the most part a
massa damnata: a people destined for damnation.4 Thus, Hell is a reality—and a
populated one at that. Augustine’s incredibly large influence on later Christian thought,
most especially in the Middle Ages, made this “infernalist” view of general salvation the
norm. Later thinkers who would subscribe to Augustine’s perspective included such
influential figures as Anselm and Thomas Aquinas. For these thinkers, there is a
2
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significant concern to protect and elevate God’s justice. For Anselm especially, God must
be “merciful because [He] is most just.”5 In other words, if sinners are deserving of such
punishment, God’s punishment of the guilty is merely a function of His mercy. This leads
to some teachings which Balthasar finds problematic, such as the Blessed celebrating
God’s justice in Heaven by delighting in the torments of the damned. Balthasar manages,
however, to avoid both this extreme and that of universalism.
For Balthasar, the two sets of passages from the New Testament—both those that
speak of a populated, eternal hell and those which suggest universal salvation—cannot
merely be synthesized by a theologian, and are mutually irreconcilable with one another.6
This stems, ultimately, from his argument and conviction that all Christians stand under
judgment:
All of us who practice the Christian Faith and, to the extent that its nature as
mystery permits, would also like to understand it are under judgment. By no
means are we above it so that we might know its outcome in advance and could
proceed from that knowledge to further speculation. The apostle, who is
conscious of having no guilt, does not therefore regard himself as already
acquitted: “It is the Lord who judges me” (1 Cor 4:4).7
We cannot know, ahead of time, the results of God’s final judgment. Both the
Universalists and the “Infernalists” take it upon themselves to judge, ahead of time, that
“some” or “all” will be saved, when they also know that this decision is ultimately God’s.
Balthasar’s own Christology and Soteriology leaves room for both possible outcomes,
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while simultaneously strongly emphasizing the reality and eternity of Hell on one hand,
and the possibility of universal salvation on the other.
In his Theo-Drama, Balthasar uses the analogy of drama in order to capture the
essence of human-divine interrelation. God the Father is the author, the Son is the chief
actor, and the Holy Spirit is the director. 8 “Who we are” as individual persons is defined
by our “role” in the drama, which, when applied to one’s whole life, is one’s mission.9
Though this is a very simplified version of Balthasar’s entire scheme, his Christology fits
into this basic mold. The Son of God becomes incarnate to take on “the role he was born
to play” in Jesus of Nazareth. Mirroring the soteriologies of Gregory of Nyssa and
Maximus the Confessor, to name a few, Balthasar depicts Jesus’ incarnation as radically
oriented towards His climactic death. Jesus was born to die. God thus lives a life amongst
us so as to save us from within. The hypostatic union between Jesus’ humanity and His
divinity is mainly an absolute harmony in action: Jesus stands in a relationship of radical
obedience to the Father, perfectly living out, on a human scale, the Eternal Son’s
perpetual kenosis to the Father. Thus, Jesus’s entire life is led within this obedience,
culminating, ultimately, in His own death on a cross. Jesus willingly takes on the sinful
condition of a fallen world, and bears it “to the end” (John 13:1).10 Balthasar here
“deliberately eschews any facile reduction of Christ’s saving work to one explanatory
theory or metaphoric image” in order to incorporate aspects of both substitutionary and
participatory atonement.11 Ultimately, however, The Cross, in Jesus’ complete gift of
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Himself to His Father, reveals the depths of God’s Trinitarian love. It is Jesus’ unfailing
kenotic obedience to the Father’s will which leads Him into the depths of the tomb; and it
is in this descent to the dead where Balthasar finds the key to his own model of salvation.
Balthasar’s meditations on Holy Saturday are arguably some of his most
insightful—and most controversial 12—contributions to modern theology. Having spent
Himself fully on the cross and given up His spirit, Jesus experiences death. In Balthasar’s
account—and in a significant departure from Western artistic depictions—Jesus does not
march triumphantly into Hades, breaking down the gates, but rather enters into radical
solidarity with the dead precisely in their deadness. Jesus does not stride to the
underworld, he passively sinks, carried by the phenomenal momentum of his alreadyexpressed obedience.13 Jesus thus descends into the previously unreachable depths of
death, to the utter darkness, the “edge” of creation itself, and experiences what Nicolas of
Cusa termed the visio mortis, or the vision of Death and Sin themselves (the “second
death”).14 But it is Jesus, God Incarnate, who sinks to these depths and suffers these
pains. Jesus thereby fulfils Psalm 139, for even “if I make my bed in Sheol,” He is there.
As C.S. Lewis put it in The Great Divorce: “‘Only the Greatest of all can make Himself
small enough to enter Hell…Only One has descended into Hell.’”15 By thus traversing to
the utter end of death, Jesus sets the limit of human suffering—and of Hell—since, as
Gregory the Great pointed out, God englobes, “by his own ever greater depth, all the deep
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places of the underworld”.16 It is from these abyssal depths that the Father raises the Son
on Easter Sunday, glorifying Him and giving meaning to Jesus’ death and descent.17
Balthasar’s theology of Holy Saturday has many implications for the “some” or
“all” question. Most importantly is Christ’s “conquest” of Hell. By traveling to its limits,
Jesus is raised having somehow incorporated Hell into the divine life. He Himself owns it
and has dominion over it.18 Hell, as we understand it, is not destroyed by Christ’s
descent, but is mysteriously a product of it: Jesus’ own experience of death is revealed as
the definitive option awaiting those who, when faced with the Truth, reject it.19 Thus,
Hell is a real possibility and cannot be ignored. However, Jesus’ appropriation of Hell
and dominion over it signifies a radical overcoming of Hell and its “power,” thus opening
the door to the possibility of universal salvation.20 Jesus stands as judge, holding the keys
of “Death and of Hades” (Revelation 1:18). Clearly, it is we who stand under His
judgment.
Standing under this judgment, however, it seems natural to assume that some
human beings, endowed with free will, will indeed use their freedom wrongly, and thus
ought to suffer the appropriate consequences. Surely some people go to Hell? Balthasar
would first note that the Church has never authoritatively declared that any one human
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person is in Hell. 21 Next, employing some imagery from his Theo-Drama, Balthasar
would remind us that our human freedom is relative to God’s freedom. Our freedom as
“actors” is mysteriously bound by the script which God has already written. However,
Balthasar lovingly quotes Edith Stein: “Human freedom can be neither broken nor
neutralized by divine freedom, but it may well be, so to speak, outwitted.”22 As such,
there is still the possibility that—even in sin—exercising one’s freedom may not
necessarily lead to perdition. But Balthasar has a far more pastoral argument against the
“Infernalists.” If we assume—as Christians—that others have gone to Hell before us, and
that some others around us may end up there, in speaking about it we (almost
subconsciously) tend to remove ourselves from that massa damnata. All of a sudden, it is
only about how many (of those) people will be lost (…but not me).23 The eternal reality
of Hell, for Balthasar, should first and foremost be a real possibility for myself of which I
am mindful. Granted, all of humankind deserves Hell by virtue of its sinfulness, but this
“curse” falls upon me first and foremost. As reflected in the Ignatian Spiritual Exercises,
I must confront the startling reality that, through my own sinfulness, I can indeed be lost
for eternity. This helps foster a healthy ‘fear of the Lord’: He who can destroy “both soul
and body in hell” (Matthew 10:28).
Despite Balthasar’s attempt to stand in the middle—between the Universalists and
the Infernalists—some might argue that he tends too far onto the side of Universalism to
have completed his mission successfully. After all, it is well known that he has always
gravitated towards thinkers who have themselves tended towards universalism such as
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Origen, Gregory of Nyssa, Maximus the Confessor and Karl Barth. This may indeed be
true, but Balthasar consciously seeks to avoid espousing anything like a normative
doctrine of apokatastasis or universalism precisely because of the problems he (and the
Church) perceives them to cause when adopted as such. Rather, it is his encouragement
of a Christian hope for universal salvation which differentiates himself from these other
thinkers. Such a hope encourages and inspires Christians, committed to living lives of
love and service, to hope and work for their neighbor’s salvation.
Interestingly, while we do constantly stand under judgment, Christians are
encouraged to intercede on behalf of “everyone,” including “kings and those in high
positions” (1 Tim 2:1). Though Hell stands as a real and possible fate for all of us, we are
encouraged to hope for the salvation of all humankind. As Pope Benedict XVI says in his
most recent encyclical Spe Salvi, “Hope in a Christian sense is always a hope for others
as well. It is an active hope, in which we struggle to prevent things moving towards their
‘perverse end.’”24 It is because of Christ’s descent into Hell that suffering, no matter the
magnitude, has ceased being a lonesome abyss, but rather a path to sanctity. 25 The
experiences of some modern saints, such as St. Thérèse of Lisieux or Mother Theresa of
Calcutta, attest to the powerful salvific nature of the Dark Night of “God-forsakenness”
which they experienced. Overall, by avoiding the extremes of the Universalists and the
“Infernalists,” it seems that Balthasar finds a middle-ground which maintains the best
elements of each aforementioned position while refusing to artificially synthesize them.
Whereas watching Balthasar delve deeply into the mysteries of Holy Saturday and human
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salvation is a sight to behold, perhaps equally as impressive is his ability to draw the line
and realize where theology can go no further. The Spirit of George McDonald wraps this
up beautifully in the words of C. S. Lewis:
‘Ye can know nothing of the end of all things, or nothing expressible in those
terms. It may be as the Lord said to Lady Julian, that all will be well, and all will
be well, and all manner of things will be well. But it’s ill taking of such
questions…For every attempt to see the shape of eternity except through the lens
of Time destroys your knowledge of Freedom. Witness the doctrine of
Predestination which shows (truly enough) that eternal reality is not waiting for a
future in which to be real; but at the price of removing Freedom which is the
deeper truth of the two. And wouldn’t Universalism do the same? Ye cannot
know eternal reality by a definition. Time itself, and all acts and events that fill
Time, are the definition, and it must be lived.’26
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Jodi Schott
High & Low Christology: Examining “Jesus & the Syrophoenician
Woman”
(Mark 7:24-30)
Introduction
The purpose of this work is to examine the pericope from the gospel according to
Mark about the Syrophoenician woman. First, I will use a high Christological lens to
examine the pericope. Then, I will use a low Christological lens to examine the pericope.
Overall, my intention is to understand the Christ of Faith and Jesus of History from this
pericope, using the two different methods of high and low Christology.
Pericope
“From the place he went off to the district of Tyre. He entered a house
and wanted no one to know about it, but he could not escape notice.
Soon a woman whose daughter had an unclean spirit heard about him.
She came and fell at his feet. The woman was a Greek, a Syrophoenician
by birth, and she begged him to drive the demon out of her daughter. He
said to her, ‘Let the children be fed first. For it is not right to take the food
of the children and throw it to the dogs.’ She replied and said to him, ‘Lord,
even the dogs under the table eat the children’s scraps.’ Then he said to
her, ‘For saying this, you may go. The demon has gone out of your
daughter.’ When the woman went home, she found the child lying in bed
and the demon gone.”
Mark 7:24-30
Part One: Christology From Above

In this pericope, Jesus and his disciples headed to Tyre, where Jesus continued his
ministry in another location. When Jesus entered the house, the gospel writer claims that
he wanted no one to know about his presence. However, in that line the gospel writer
said that Jesus could not escape notice. Perhaps it was Jesus’ intention all along to be
noticed. He was calling people to him—in this case, the Syrophoenician woman.
The Syrophoenician woman heard about the healing power of Jesus and decided
to visit him and ask for his healing power for her daughter. Normally, for a Greek
woman to approach Jesus, a Jew and Son of God, this would be unusual. However, Jesus
was anticipating her arrival and puts her faith to the test. This woman approached Jesus
and begged him to heal her daughter. The Syrophoenician woman is like many others
who seek healing for themselves or loved ones. In her begging of Jesus for his help, her
necessity to heal her daughter becomes evident.
Putting her faith to the test, Jesus posed her a riddle: “Let the children be fed first.
For it is not right to take the food of the children and throw it to the dogs.” Prior to this
encounter, Jesus limited his interactions and his ministry to the Jewish community,
reminding the chosen ones about God’s promise to them. In his encounter with the
Syrophoenician woman, Jesus realized that he may now open his ministry to the nonJewish world. This woman symbolizes all non-Jewish people; she represents the world
outside of Judaism. Her answer, her testament of faith in Jesus the Christ, renders her and
the non-Jewish people ready to experience Jesus’ healing power and the Kingdom of
God. Her words, “Lord, even the dogs under the table eat the children’s scraps”
demonstrated her faith in Jesus and his power of healing. In calling Jesus “Lord” she is
recognizing his power and healing ability. She is affirming his ministry and establishing

the readiness of the non-Jewish people to accept and understanding Jesus’ message and
mission—the Kingdom of God, both in heaven and on earth.
In confirming her faith in him, Jesus grants the Syrophoenician woman’s request
by healing her daughter. He said to her, “For saying this, you may go. The demon has
gone out of your daughter.” Jesus sought from this woman an obedience of faith. In her
compliance, Jesus removed the demon from her daughter and sent the woman home to
find the child well. The ability of Jesus to heal the daughter with a mere statement proves
his miraculous power. Rather than being in his presence, the daughter is healed with his
words on the faith of her mother. The profoundness of Jesus’ healing through words
alone, without the presence of the demonized girl, illustrates his authority to help the
entirety of humanity.
The Syrophoenician woman is a character in this gospel who shows absolute faith
in Jesus. Jesus went to Tyre, called this woman to him, challenged her faith in him, and
healed her daughter. Thus, his ministry to the Jews and now non-Jews was public in this
encounter with the Syrophoenician woman. This woman demonstrates that faith in Jesus
provides for his miraculous healing power and establishes Jesus’ message and mission of
the Kingdom of God found both in heaven and in Jesus’ miraculous works on earth.

Part Two: Christology From Below
Jesus and his disciples had been ministering to people in Gennesaret, where the
Pharisees challenged some of the disciples for their table fellowship—eating with those
who were unclean. After this encounter, Jesus decided to go to the district of Tyre, for a
moment of reprieve and much needed rest. As the pericope states: “He entered a house

and wanted no one to know about it, but he could not escape notice.” Unfortunately,
Jesus’ rest—probably quality time spent in prayer with God—was short lived.
For her daughter, the Syrophoenician woman approached Jesus, seeking his
miraculous healing power that she had heard about. Being a Greek, the unnamed
Syrophoenician woman would have been familiar with those who practiced healings, or
“magic”, that were similar to the stories this woman heard about Jesus. Perhaps she had
already sought help from others to heal her daughter. However, this woman chose to
approach Jesus, challenging his reputation as healer, searching for the means to heal her
daughter’s affliction. In her begging for help, she is recognizing Jesus’ societal status as
a Jewish healer who can help not only Jews, but also non-Jews.
In Mark’s gospel, this is a literary turning point in Jesus’ ministry; for before this
moment, Jesus’ focus and message of the Kingdom of God relied on his interactions with
the Jewish, chosen people. Now, this unnamed, un-Jewish woman challenges his
ministerial vision and work, extending the notion of the Kingdom beyond the boundaries
of the Jewish people. Jesus confirms this viewpoint in his words to the woman, “Let the
children be fed first. For it is not right to take the food of the children and throw it to the
dogs.” Clearly, Jesus’ development, until this moment, and his vision for his ministry
continues to be limited to helping the Jewish people, who he calls “children” ; whereas he
refers to this woman’s daughter as “dog”—an unfriendly term for anyone.
Along with being unnamed and Syrophoenician, the woman displayed her
cleverness in her remark to Jesus. Perhaps this cleverness and courageousness comes
from her desperation to heal her daughter; yet it is still a pivotal moment, the catalyst, in
the expansion of Jesus’ earthly ministry from ministering solely to the Jews to including

non-Jews. Her comment, “Lord, even the dogs under the table eat the children’s scraps,”
recognizes her lesser role in society—a woman speaking to a man—while challenging
Jesus to validate and act upon her need. She uses the term “Lord” to demonstrate to Jesus
he is indeed in the position of power in this encounter; yet, her cunning answer to his
riddle confronts the limited view given by Jesus in his prior statement. In a sense, the
woman reverses power from Jesus, who she deems “Lord,” by challenging the very core
of his ministry and healing action.
In response to the woman’s confrontation of his ministerial view and action, Jesus
commends the woman for her cleverness, persistence, and courageousness. In response
to this role reversal—the exchange of power from Jesus to the woman—Jesus recognizes
the need to heal the daughter, which once again reverses the power of the situation,
giving Jesus the ability to heal. “For saying this, you may go. The demon has gone out of
your daughter.” Whether Jesus chose to heal her daughter due to the power reversal from
the woman’s actions or because of her persistence and cleverness does not impact the
overall outcome of this encounter. Rather it is the very action of healing the daughter
that expands Jesus’ ministerial horizon, sanctifying the power of Jesus’ healing and
ministry for all. Often in Mark, minor characters, like the Syrophoenician woman, tend
to have integral roles in the narrative structure. According to Rhoads, the Syrophoenician
woman is a stock character in the gospel of Mark: "in coming on behalf of her daughter,
she reveals her loyalty and compassion. And her willingness to humiliate herself on
behalf of the daughter shows her willingness to serve as one of the least on behalf of
another. . . . Jesus is portrayed here as having a genuine change of mind." 27 Not only
27
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does the impact of the Syrophoenician woman's actions influence her individual role in
the narrative, she also influences Jesus and the development of his character.
Upon returning home, the woman finds her daughter lying in bed and the demon
gone just as Jesus stated. This affirmation confirms Jesus’ ability to heal, along with the
validation the nameless Syrophoenician woman experienced in her dialogue with Jesus.
This woman challenged the societal roles of men and women, Jew and Greek, in her
dialogue with Jesus, creating a revelation in the Jesus of Mark’s gospel, allowing the
spread of the Kingdom of God to reach beyond the borders of Israel.

Conclusion
Clearly, one can analyze this pericope using high or low Christology. The
methodology used is a lens to interpret the pericope for readers. In both instances, an
understanding of the Jesus of History and Christ of Faith forms an accurate, although
varied, understanding within the church and contemporary theology. Ultimately both
methodologies render the duality of Christ’s natures, while focusing on one and moving
toward the other.

Fountain of Living Waters

I am a fountain springing forth
a well of your living waters
baptizing, cleansing my hands, my feet,
water escapes the edges of
my fingertips, like a pitcher pouring out—
splashing all that surrounds me.
In the cool, liquid crystals,
I sense the beauty that only Mozart, Bach,
and other classical musicians
can elicit in this watery dance.
I hear words of comfort,
as a tender embrace, evoking
emotions of love and anticipation.
Inside I longingly yearn for the continued pulse
of water flowing over my body
and pumping into my entire being.
I raise my arms in prayer
and watch as you spring forth,
like a natural spring, clear, clean liquid
emerging from my fingertips,
immersing others with what I've only begun
to find in you—freedom and hope
and unending life.

Jodi Schott

“The Life and Miracles of Fisher Alumna Kristina Braell”
“nursing home”
we caretakers to the later winter, no trees that morn the cold.
spring, summer, and autumn- these branches tossed without breaking.
now rocked by the slightest wind, we watch them shatter.
i wanted their roots until the icy ground will no longer yield,
put my arms around the frail trunks,
listened as they told me of the spring, the summer, and the fall,
of what their tendrils had touched, what had flourished in their shade,
their admirers, the soil they anchored to a treacherous slope,
the difference they made on one small piece of earth.
the music of a new spring:
as warm ribbons of air can curl
through a wall of cool March winds.
feel them console, surround,
protect from the despair that late winter can bring.
it is my turn to speak, to reassure:
to tell the trees they will face the east,
that when the Sun’s rays stretch toward them,
they will only feel the gentleness, the warmth, and the love.
under the new moon, i sit near them and speak
of how the winter will never come again,
how their leaves will always be open the bright sky—
the Eternal Spring
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Peter J. Santandreu

The Church and Homosexuality
Why is it, exactly, that Jesus hates gays? Why has God seen it fit to introduce
natural disasters, like hurricane Katrina, to wipe out the modern-day Sodom and
Gomorrah? If you are a Christian and have ever seriously asked yourself one of these
questions, or one similar, you do not understand Christianity and should probably not go
anywhere near a public stage. It is questions like these and the people that ask them with
a straight face that have given a bad name to Christianity and Jesus Christ. What is the
Church’s relation to homosexuals and vice versa then? This is the question that I wish to
explore in this paper.
First we need to begin by dispelling any false myths that popular society has
placed on both homosexuals and the Church. We will begin with homosexuals. All
homosexuals are not sexually active, i.e. every gay couple is not necessarily engaging in
sexual activities. When one sees a heterosexual couple, one does not automatically
assume that they have sex; the same should be true for a homosexual couple. This kind of
behavior (judging others) is the Christian’s worst enemy. Paul is so against this action
that he does not even pass judgment on himself (1 Cor. 4-5). Judging others is probably
one of the easiest things to do as a human being. We do it all the time: “that bum on the
street corner should just go get a job, I hope this thug walking my way doesn’t rob me,
maybe someday all those devil worshipers who spend all day at the bar will go be with
their families”. Statements like these stink of judging and should not be the temperament
of Christian persons, or anyone for that matter. The Council of Catholic Bishops speaks
to this point when they say, “our total personhood is more encompassing than sexual
orientation. Human beings see the appearance, but the Lord looks into the heart (cf. 1 Sm
16:7).
On a more obvious note, being gay does not mean that one is a sex-maniac. This
may have been the popular view at one point but today I think it has pretty much fallen
by the way side. But for all of you who still might think this way, don’t worry, it is ok to
take a shower in the locker room (you’re probably not that attractive anyway).
Moving on to the Church’s view, it is here important to state that for this essay we
will be working within the context of the Roman Catholic Church. That being said, this
quote from the media release section of usccb.org will show the Church’s sincere efforts
to become more welcoming to homosexual persons: “ Galveston-Houston Bishop Joseph
A. Fiorenza, president of the National Conference of Catholic Bishops/U.S. Catholic
Conference, called on School Sister of Notre Dame Jeannine Gramick and Salvatorian
Father Robert Nugent to ‘find the way to express their acceptance of the Church's

teaching on homosexuality, as sought by the Congregation for the Doctrine of the
Faith.’”28 With that in mind, we will now turn our attention to the great advances that the
United States Council of Catholic Bishops (USCCB) have made in recent times with their
document titled Always Our Children. The main purpose of this document is to help
parents cope with the coming out of a son or daughter but it also gives great insight into
where Catholic theology is today with regard to homosexuality.
The prevailing view has always been the one outlined in the Catechism of the
Catholic Church (CCC). The CCC uses language like “intrinsically disordered” and
“great depravity” when talking specifically about homosexual acts but makes it very
explicit that “They [homosexuals] must be accepted with respect, compassion, and
sensitivity.”29 Always Our Children works with the CCC as a starting point but takes
pains to greater realize modern discoveries and point out that homosexuality is not
intrinsically evil. It states, “Generally, homosexual orientation is experienced as a given,
not as something freely chosen. By itself, therefore, a homosexual orientation cannot be
considered sinful, for morality presumes the freedom to choose. It also strives to utilize
more inclusive language and terms. This is one of the first documents (if not the first) to
use “homosexual orientation” instead of “tendencies” as explicitly stated here: “The
meaning and implications of the term homosexual orientation are not universally agreed
upon. Church teaching acknowledges a distinction between a homosexual "tendency,"
which proves to be "transitory," and "homosexuals who are definitively such because of
some kind of innate instinct"(Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, Declaration on
Certain Questions Concerning Sexual Ethics, 1975, no. 8).”30
The document goes on to affirm that one’s sexuality is a deep and powerful part
of their humanity. This is essential to understanding one’s personhood and greater
grasping what it means to be human.
In light of this possibility, therefore, it seems appropriate to understand
sexual orientation (heterosexual or homosexual) as a deep-seated
dimension of one's personality and to recognize its relative stability in a
person. A homosexual orientation produces a stronger emotional and
sexual attraction toward individuals of the same sex, rather than toward
those of the opposite sex. It does not totally rule out interest in, care for,
and attraction toward members of the opposite sex. Having a homosexual
orientation does not necessarily mean a person will engage in homosexual
activity.31
After all, the definition of chastity is “The moral virtue which, under the
cardinal virtue of temperance, provides for the successful integration of sexuality
within the person leading to the inner unity of the bodily and spiritual being
(2337).”32 If one is gay, it is just as much her responsibility, assuming she is
Christian, to incorporate her homosexuality into her life as it is for a heterosexual
28

Usccb.org, United States Council of Catholic Bishops web site, 2009.
<http://www.usccb.org/comm/archives/1999/99-171.shtml>
29
Catechism of the Catholic Church, ( Vatican City: Libreria Editrice Vaticana, 1997) 2357-8, 566.
30
Usccb.org, <http://www.usccb.org/laity/always.shtml>
31
Ibid.
32
CCC, 870.

woman. This all comes from a theology of the body that unites it with the spirit
and does not participate in any sort of Platonic dualism.
When we look at our fellow human we should strive to see the good; to
see him or her as the temple of the Holy Spirit that he or she is. Sexual orientation
is a large part of human life and it needs to be respected as such. Homosexuality
is not inherently evil, people are not inherently evil, and this must be foremost in
our minds. Whether or not homosexual intercourse is “disordered” or not is the
topic for another time. The point is that we are not to judge, we are not to hate,
and we are not to assume things that we do not know. If a person can do this, then
she or he will be one step closer to living as alter Christus.
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From Our Guest Essayists
On Love, Respect, and Joy
Tom DiNardo
The most important thing parents must do every day of their life is to take responsibility
of raising their children. Jeanine and I take that responsibility very seriously, because we
believe that children are a gift from God. Children need nurturing and love, and they
need to be taught to respect life and to consider the rewards and hardships that come with
it. The best place for children to learn about life is from their parents.

Gift from God
As parents, it is our responsibility to take care of this gift (our children) God has given
us. Our gift back to God is to raise them lovingly and kindly, and to respect the life of
those they encounter. It’s our job to teach our children to love each other and to help
those who are less fortunate. Our job is to nurture them and help them grow, and to build
for them a foundation for their own success and happiness in life. What children may not
realize at a young age is that their parents have a duty to raise them in a way that will
help them become productive adults in their society. They also don’t realize that the time
they are developing into young adults and learning from their parents will stay with them
the rest of their lives.

How We Learned to Respect Life
People reflect on their lives, especially the time when they were young. When we are
children, we do not understand how precious life is, and sometimes children find their
parents’ efforts to teach right from wrong not as fun as other options they have. Time
will change that perspective.
Unfortunately, both Jeanine and I lost our fathers in our early twenties. Without a
question this was the hardest thing we have had to face so far in our lives. My father,
Robert, died when I was twenty-one, after a seven- year battle with cancer. From that
experience I learned how precious life is. I think back at the special times in my life that
my dad missed, such as my graduation from college, my first job, his meeting Jeanine,
and the birth and life of our children, Michael and Lauren. During all this time of life I
grew closer to the Church, always praying for my father when he was sick, and for my
entire family. Then, when Jeanine lost her father suddenly in an automobile accident,
both Jeanine and I grew closer to each other and the Church as we reflected on the death
of our fathers.

“Going to Church” gave us the opportunity every week to reflect on the meaning of life,
to thank God for the wonderful family he has given us, and for the material gifts we enjoy
every day. It also was a source of comfort and joy for us and our two children, knowing
God would always be there to listen to our prayers.
We hope to continue to teach our children what we strongly believe, that even if today
they may not feel the need of a Church or of getting closer to God, someday they will; we
want them prepared for that day. Going to Church was hard for me to understand when I
was young, but I am now thankful that my parents did take me to Church: it was this
continued exposure to the word of God and the Eucharistic meal that gave me the
foundation for learning right from wrong, for respect and love of family, and for a place
to reflect and thank God for everything we have.
Conclusion
The values of one’s family –such as honesty, respect, and hard work ethics - carry over
into every aspect of life, including friends and work. This allows us to be consistent in
our decision making, to always try and do what’s right and to make decisions that are
good for everyone, not just oneself. These values remind everyone to treat other people
with respect, to make good decisions, to seek a balance between having fun and learning
about life, and to help oneself and others both now and in the future.
Living a life that treats others with respect, loving one’s family, doing what’s right and
helping those who are in need, is very comforting and fulfilling.

Tom and Jeanine DiNardo, Fisher Grads 1988
And their children Lauren and Michael
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The following was written as part of my current Philosophy 199 Research Writing course on Medical
Humanities and Morality. One of the topics the students and I have discussed all semester is how one
might be able to become more empathetic and understanding of other people’s life situations through
the use of literature, film, television programs and other such media. Personal narratives are another
important way to gain empathetic knowledge.

O Captain My Captain
Tim Madigan

O Captain! my Captain! our fearful trip is done;
The ship has weather'd every rack, the prize we sought is won;
The port is near, the bells I hear, the people all exulting,
While follow eyes the steady keel, the vessel grim and daring:
But O heart! heart! heart!
O the bleeding drops of red,
Where on the deck my Captain lies,
Fallen cold and dead.
- Walt Whitman, 1865

One of my earliest memories involving empathy occurred when I was in seventh
grade. Our English teacher had required us to read the book Lord of the Flies by William
Golding, about a group of British schoolboys trapped on a desert island together. I found
the story to be deeply disturbing. The character of Jack, the cruel young boy who figures
out the various weaknesses of his fellow castaways and takes advantage of them, was

especially memorable. His was a kind of negative empathy – the ability to “get inside”
others in order to find out their fears, and thereby gain control over them by threatening
them with this knowledge.
All of the students in my class were children I had known since Kindergarten,
with the exception of a transfer student who had just entered the school. Her name, I
recall, was Dorothea, and it is clear to me now – as it wasn’t then – that that she must
have had some sort of learning disability, and was perhaps mildly retarded. Many
students in the class quickly started to make fun of her because of her difference. I am
sorry to say that I joined in, partly due to my own feeling of “superiority” but also due to
my desire to fit in, and not have the class turn against me as well for siding with her.
I can well remember the day when our English teacher (who seemed ancient to
me at the time, although she must have been in her early 20s at best!) asked each of us
what our favorite television program was. Most of us chose All in the Family, which was
at that time the number one rated show, and noted for its sophisticated wit, something I’m
sure none of us really understood (and it’s likely none of us actually watched it – we just
knew it was the cool thing to say we most enjoyed). Dorothea, however, answered
Captain Kangaroo. No doubt, unlike the rest of us, she was sincere in her choice.
Immediately there was a burst of nasty laughter from the class. How could someone in
the seventh grade still watch a children’s program? I led the catcalls, and probably added
a few choice witticisms of my own to point out even more strongly how ridiculous
Dorothea was. Much to our surprise, she burst into tears and ran out of the room. Our
teacher ran after her, leaving the rest of us abandoned in our shock.

Shortly thereafter the teacher returned, alone, and chastised us for our cruelty. In
particular, she singled me out and said, in a way that only I could really understand (since
most of the other students hadn’t really read the novel or been moved by it) “You are just
like Jack.” That hurt me more than I could say, as I had discussed with her in private the
fact that the character of Jack had so disturbed me. I felt she was being unfair – I was by
no means the cruelest child in the class, and I actually didn’t really feel the deep
revulsion towards Dorothea that others had expressed. In fact, in my own way I had felt
sympathy for her, although I had never let her know this.
Dorothea left the school shortly thereafter, and I dare say she was soon forgotten
by just about all the students. I myself have long since forgotten the name of that teacher,
but I’ll always be grateful to her for the lesson she taught me. She respected me enough
to hit me where it hurt – she knew how upset I had been by the character Jack, and by
comparing me to him she made me realize that I too possessed the power to hurt a
vulnerable person, and that I had been willing to use that power to my own advantage. On
innumerable occasions when my quick wit has raised a cruel comment in my mind, I’ve
thought of Dorothea and that moment long ago, and allowed the comment to die
unuttered. I still regret causing Dorothea to break into tears, but the lesson I learned long
ago has become a permanent part of me.

Tim Madigan is an assistant professor in the Department of Philosophy and
Classical Studies.

Reflections on Psalm 137
(This essay is excerpted from a book length manuscript currently entitled
Be You Perfect)
Robert Brimlow, PhD
In the communal prayer life of the church - namely the liturgies of the
Eucharist and the Divine Office, as well as the Book of Common Prayer to name a fewwe Christians tend to be selective in our focus on the Psalms. We do give at least a tacit
recognition to the truth expressed about the Psalms from the saints who have preceded us:
Athanasius called them “an epitome of the whole Scripture,” a view echoed by Luther’s
insight that they are “a little bible and summary of the Old Testament;” Basil goes further
and claims that the Psalms are “a compendium of all theology.” But John Calvin comes
closest to the way we should view them because he expresses a unity of theology and
spirituality when he states that the Psalms provide “an anatomy of all the parts of the
soul.” It is interesting to note that, unlike many other books of scripture, the Psalms
(with only a few exceptions) do not contain revelations or statements from God to us but
rather express the community’s prayers to God – the Psalms are our voice praying the
prayers of praise, penitence, hope, lamentation, loss, faith, fear and rage.
So if we grant that the Psalms are both significant theologically and
important spiritually, and so much so that they hold a vital place in our liturgical
practices, we need to address why we are so selective in our utilization of the Psalms and
what we might be losing through that selectivity.
In general, we as a church have tended to focus on the “nice” psalms – the
psalms of praise, faith and hope. Even when we use the psalms of fear, loss and

lamentation, we choose and redact those psalms which assert a strong belief in the saving
power of God: that God will remember us and will come to our aid, at least eventually.
But as far as I have been able to determine, we do not pray the “dark” psalms. For
example, I have been unable to find a liturgical expression of Psalm 88 which is almost
unremitting in its evocation and depiction of despair. It reads as an elaboration of the
first two verses of Psalm 22 (“My God, my God, why have you forsaken me? Why are
you so far from helping me from the words of my groaning?”) without the declaration of
faith and confidence that follows. As Walter Brueggemann has written, “As children of
the Enlightenment, we have censored and selected around the voice of darkness and
disorientation, seeking to go from strength to strength, from victory to victory. But such
a way not only ignores the Psalms; it is a lie in terms of our own experience.” (The
Message of the Psalms, p. 11)
It is precisely the entirety of our experience – and by “our” I mean the
experience of the whole community of believers – that is expressed by the Psalms and
which is foundational to a life of faith. We therefore need to confront and understand the
dark psalms in that nexus of theology and spirituality. My purpose in this paper is to
examine one of the most disturbing of those psalms.
(In the way of further preface, I hope you will indulge my shift of voice
from one that is clearly academic to that of personal experience. My interpretation of
Calvin notwithstanding, we assume a clear distinction between theology and spirituality
that renders attempts to write in their nexus rather daunting – and that doesn’t even
consider that I am writing from a philosopher’s perspective as well.)

The idea about the selectivity and redaction involved in the liturgical use
of the psalms first came to my attention sometime in the middle of the 1970’s, and, oddly
enough, initially I wasn’t even aware that the expression I encountered was originally a
psalm. Back in the 1970’s, the Catholic Church was deep in the wave of liturgical reform
introduced by Vatican II. I went to mass one Sunday and was surprised by the
processional hymn because of the context in which I first heard it some time before:

By the rivers of Babylon
Where we sat down,
And there we wept
As we remembered Zion.
But the wicked carried us away
Captivity
Required from us a song.
How can we sing King Alpha song
In a strange land?
Oh let the words of our mouth
And the meditation of our heart
Be acceptable in thy sight,
Oh Fari.

The sound of that song brought me back a few years earlier, to a time
when I used to hang out in the Jamaican section of Brooklyn. Back in the days before
Eric Clapton covered Bob Marley’s “I Shot the Sheriff,” I liked to eat what to me were
exotic foods like goat meat and I would listen to the music the Jamaican owners of the
diner would play off of 45’s from the Island. Now I can vaguely remember tapping my
feet to Toots and the Maytals and all the Jamaicans laughing at the skinny white boy
trying to dig “Pressure Drop” riddims and ska chunes.
I’m not sure what attracted me to Jamaican music back in 1970. It could
have been the dreads, or maybe Marley’s and Hibbert’s accents, the rhythms, or even the

smell of ganja in the streets. It may have been the goat meat and cold bottles of Red
Stripe on a summer day for all I know now. But whatever, most of the music has faded
over the past forty years; all of it except “Rivers of Babylon.” It has stuck in my mind all
this time. The Melodians’ voices sang it low and soft and it plays in my memory a bit
scratchy now – much like my vision of the skinny white boy grooving across dirty
linoleum. I loved that song even before I knew what it meant, even before I knew I
couldn’t get it entirely.
What I did not realize then – and what I can only dimly grasp now – is
how the song is a capturing of the African experience, a view of African life in the west
through the lens of Israel. Never mind that “King Alpha” refers to the Emperor Haile
Selassie and the curious theology of the Rastafarians. The song encapsulates what some
theologians have urged us in the Christian community to do: rather than interpret
Scripture and apply it to our lives here and now, we need to interpret the here and now
and apply it to Scripture. The story of the Babylonian captivity of Israel, their longing for
Jerusalem and their experience of being aliens in a strange land is also the story of the
Church as well as the story of the African slave. We are slaves, subject to our master’s
will, suffering separation and longing for the saving word to call us back home.
Of course, we don’t usually see it that way, we who have grown up in a
nation with Christian roots and the power of self-government firmly in our own hands especially as overt discrimination and Jim Crow laws fade into our collective memory.
Yet even for us, the words of Psalm 137 resonate. As I discovered much later, “Rivers of
Babylon” is based on the first four verses of that Psalm:

By the rivers of Babylon –
There we sat down and there we wept
When we remembered Zion.
On the willows there
We hung up our harps.
For there our captors
Asked us for songs,
And our tormentors asked for mirth, saying,
“Sing us one of the songs of Zion!”
How could we sing the Lord’s song
In a foreign land?

Even if we have not experienced what it is to be slave and tormented by
political powers, the psalmist’s voice does capture the sense of desolation and
abandonment – of feeling a stranger even within our own skin – that I think many of us
have felt at least on occasion. All the psalms speak to us, expressing our experience and
giving voice to our prayers; it is why the psalms are so central to our liturgies and
communal prayers. When all is unfamiliar and comfort is distant, and when the preacher
speaks of joy in her sermon or homily, sometimes we do not even have a memory of what
that joy felt like. Those are the times when we feel so distant from Jerusalem that it is as
though we are abandoned on another planet, and consolation does not even seem
possible.
But the psalmist seems to offer us encouragement in the next two verses:

If I forget you, O Jerusalem,
Let my right hand wither!
Let my tongue cling to the roof of my mouth,
If I do not remember you,
If I do not set Jerusalem
Above my highest joy.

In the words of curses we exhort ourselves to cling to what is good, true
and beautiful. If I forget you, let my right hand wither – if I forget you, let me
accomplish nothing with my work and my strivings. If I fail to remember you, then take
away my speech; let my thirst overpower me and let me be in the stillness of death. My
own joy and happiness are nothing compared to the glory of God; indeed, my joy and
happiness are only the glory of God and I must keep that foremost in my mind, heart and
memory. The words of my mouth and the meditations of my heart are meaningless
unless they are acceptable to you, my God and Savior.
This is the way the psalmist urges us to be when we are in the grips of
captivity: we must above all maintain our faithfulness. What is striking about these
initial verses of the psalm is not the call to faithfulness but rather what is absent: the
psalmist does not express hope – neither the hope of return to Jerusalem, nor the hope
that he and the people will be remembered by God. There is no hope for a time when all
will be healed and we find ourselves to be found and brought home again. In the midst of
our despair we must not forget that we are not forgotten, but that does not appear to be
the message the psalmist is giving.
We would expect that this psalm, like many of the psalms, would speak to
us of consolation and better days and reminds us that we are God’s people, even when we
are captive, disoriented and alienated. Yet Psalm 137 is unlike the other psalms and does
not convey that message even though it would seem to be required. The psalmist goes
on:

Remember, O Lord, against the Edomites
The day of Jerusalem’s fall,
how they said, “Tear it down! Tear it down!
Down to its foundations!”
O daughter Babylon, you devastator!
Happy shall they be who pay you back
What you have done to us!
Happy shall they be who take your little ones
And dash them against the rock!

There is more than lamentation and grief in these verses. Here the slave
plies other recent memories into the fabric of the prayer: he weaves together the memory
of his capture and subjugation together with the memory of the fall of Jerusalem. If
Jerusalem is truly set above his highest joy – above wife, children and even the self –
then the fall of Jerusalem is beyond the psalmist’s deepest grief. It is worse than his
death or the death of his children; and he has prayed that the memory of Jerusalem and all
it is and represents will stay fresh in his mind and heart. There is no possibility of a
joyful song in captivity, but not only because he is a slave and feels no joy but because
Jerusalem is destroyed except in his prayers and his soul’s eyes. There is no possibility
of a joyful song to entertain his tormentors, offering them a bit of diversion so they can
relish their victory the more. There is no possibility of a joyful song while he is in their
land, while he has been separated from his home, while he is alienated from all that
makes him what he is.
We do need to bear in mind, though, that this psalm itself is a song and it
is being sung by the alien in a strange land. It is a song of protest and sorrow and grief; a
song of loss and wandering, of homelessness and subjugation. It is not that the psalmist
can not sing at all; it is just that his song is not a song of old Zion but of the new Zion

held in chains. The songs of joy have become a song of grief beyond tears and words.
And also a song beyond hope. The songs of joy have become a song of impotence and
helplessness, of being tossed on the winds at the whims of new masters.
And more. Beyond the grief and loss and helplessness there is an anger
that goes beyond anger, transforming itself into a hatred that is so extreme that it is
embarrassing for us to read it – and shameful for us to chant it in our liturgies. The
psalmist cries to the Lord for a revenge so frightful and disgusting that it should make us
fearful.
In the face of the new masters who subjugate and alienate the people of
God and make them slaves in order to work and entertain like vaudeville comedians, the
real Master is called upon. This affront to Your people and to Your holy place is an
affront to You and must be redressed. The world is out of kilter and needs to be set aright
and rebalanced with justice. This daughter Babylon has no idea of the gravity of the sin
she has committed; and, indeed, there is no greater sin than an assault upon you, O God.
As they have destroyed Jerusalem, so they must destroyed. Their destruction must be
complete: an annihilation, a reduction to nothingness so that no one remains to hold dear
the memory of Babylon. Only if all memory of Babylon disappears can this sin
disappear. The grief we feel should be visited on this daughter Babylon, and she must
see her children held by the ankles and smashed on the rocks. She must see and
understand before her own death that all memory and traces of her existence will be lost
and that no one will be left to sing of Babylon. There will be nothing left. This comes
close to redressing the crime against God and his people.

One of the outcomes of this view – and as all prayers have, this prayer has
a view – is that neither person nor nation has what we, in our contemporary age with our
modern politics, would call a right to life or right to living in itself. Rather, this view
holds that all life is contingent, provisional. A person or a nation may live as long as that
life is continually earned through memory and faithfulness to God and his word. In
addition, life may be forfeited through sin. Sin is death. And in this psalm, the most
serious of sins – the sin against God himself – means not only death but complete
worthlessness and erasure from all memory. This is the most horrible of punishments:
the irredeemable punishment which entails the slaughter of the next generation who, by
their kinship alone, bears the sin of all the people of Babylon.
Clearly there is operating in this psalm a notion of guilt (and therefore of
innocence) that we may well find alien. We recoil at the idea that children should be
killed at all let alone killed with a brutality reminiscent of Nazi atrocities against Jewish
babies. Not only that, but we also likewise reject the idea that adults should be killed if
they are innocent, or even if they are guilty but do not offer resistance. The guilty adult
who does not resist, who is neither armed nor poses an imminent or immediate danger, is
not one who deserves extra-judicial killing in our day and age. Yet these considerations
do not occur to the psalmist because he has a different understanding of social and
religious relationships. What he focuses upon are his own pain, grief and degradation as
well as that of his compatriots and that of his God. And, significantly, that pain, grief and
degradation is identical for all three. There is no distinction in this instance among the
crime committed against the individual, the crime committed against the community and
the crime committed against God himself. The unity obtaining among the three is

complete and its expression should surprise us and make us pause. The sin against one is
the sin against the others, and avenging the crime against one is its expiation as well as
revenge and expiation for the others. Avenging the crime against the psalmist avenges
Israel and avenges God as well. While we might not resonate with the cry for vengeance
and all that entails, this notion of an ontological unity among God, people and the
individual is one that is important and may well provide a way to more fully understand
and appreciate our own relations with God and each other. { note: this topic will be
explored more fully in the book from which this essay is excerpted.}
There is one more aspect of the psalm that we need to address, and it has
little to do with the theology of it or the philosophical implications of ontic unity.
Instead, this aspect focuses more on the psychology of the psalm. It is interesting to note
that the psalmist is not the avenger or the destroyer of Babylon. The psalmist certainly
does not see himself capable at the moment of being the instrument of expiation, but he
also does not imagine that he will granted the power to avenge in the immediate future by
the intercession of God’s will and power. I don’t know why this is so. It doesn’t seem
likely that the psalmist is surrendering and giving himself over, nor is he resigned to the
thought that God will not save him, but perhaps I conclude this only because of the way
many other psalms address suffering and God – and perhaps, at a minimum we ought to
read any psalm in the context of all the psalms. In other psalms the salvific power of God
is praised – for example, Psalm 107: 6: “Then they cried to the Lord in their trouble, and
he delivered them from their distress.” Or in Psalm 146: 7 – 9:

The Lord sets the prisoners free;
The Lord opens the eyes of the blind.

The Lord lifts up those who are bowed down;
The Lord loves the righteous.
The Lord watches over the strangers;
He upholds the orphan and the widow,
But the way of the wicked he brings to ruin.

In Psalm 107 the psalmist reminds himself and the community of God’s faithfulness in
the past; how God displayed his mercy and wielded his power on behalf of his people. In
Psalm 146 the psalmist speaks in the present tense – how even amid the suffering the
hand of God works to lift up, heal, watch and uphold his faithful people, and
simultaneously brings to ruin the evil doers who harm and abuse his people.
In yet other psalms the power of God is not felt as being operative. Yet
the psalmist calls on God for relief. For example, Psalm 44: 23 – 26 reads:

Rouse yourself! Why do you sleep,
O Lord?
Awake, do not cast us off forever!
Why do you hide your face?
Why do you forget our affliction and oppression?
For we sink down to the dust;
Our bodies cling to the ground.
Rise up, come to our help.
Redeem us for the sake of your steadfast love.

And in Psalm 7: 6 – 8, much the same thing is reiterated in very similar language:

Rise up, O Lord, in your anger;
Lift yourself up against the fury of my enemies;
Awake, O my God; you have appointed a judgement.
Let the assembly of the peoples be

Gathered around you,
And over it take your seat on high.
The Lord judges the peoples….

In these psalms the psalmists feel abandoned. They are frightened and
suffering and feel as if God is sleeping: for God must be sleeping and therefore unaware
of the unjust pain his people are enduring. The psalmists are shouting to wake God up, as
if to say, “Don’t you see what’s happening down here, right now to your people? Let’s
get on it and send some relief.” These psalmists speak from a position of great faith in
the fidelity of God; they have no doubt that God will respond to their prayers. In
addition, they also display a great familiarity with God, a familiarity we might well
describe as a friendship, for who else but a friend would feel confident enough to wake
someone from her slumber and demand her help be forthcoming? The psalmists here
display both a faith in and friendship with God that is noteworthy in their absence in
Psalm 137.
In Psalm 137 the psalmist has a curious position. As I remarked above, he
does not see himself as the avenger; nor does he see himself as being saved by God’s
intercession at present or even at some future time. In fact, Psalm 137 isn’t even
addressed to God; God is spoken to only at verse 7 and there he is asked to remember the
joyous treachery of the Edomites, not his people in captivity. This is a psalm of helpless
resignation. It is true and we must remind ourselves that it is rare to see in any of the
psalms that the psalmists speak of their own power. The points most of the psalms make
are rather those of praise and reliance upon the promise and power of God. Even so, it is
not unprecedented for the psalmist to speak of his own power used in service to God, for

his understanding is that his own power is only a derivative one from God alone. Thus,
in Psalm 18: 31 – 34, 37 – 40:

For who is God except the Lord?
And who is a rock besides our God? –
The God who girded me with strength,
And made my way safe.
He made my feet like the feet of a deer,
And set me secure on the heights.
He trains my hands for war,
So that my arms can bend a bow of bronze….
I pursued my enemies and overtook them;
And did not turn back until they were consumed.
I struck them down so that they were not
Able to rise
They fell under my feet.
For you girded me with strength for the battle;
You made my assailants sink under me.
You made my enemies turn their backs to me
And those who hated me I destroyed.

And in Psalm 101, the psalmist sings “of loyalty and of justice” and “will
study the way that is blameless” (v. 1 and 2). As part of walking the way of the loyal and
just servant of God, the psalmist makes a series of promises to God in verses 3 - 5 and 8:

I hate the work of those who fall away:
It shall not cling to me.
Perverseness of heart shall be far from me;
I will know nothing of evil.
One who secretly slanders a neighbor
I will destroy.
A haughty look and an arrogant heart
I will not tolerate….
Morning by morning I will destroy

All the wicked in the land,
Cutting off all evil doers
From the city of the Lord.

In these two psalms we are presented with a picture of the psalmists as
instruments of God’s faithfulness and justice. The psalmists are empowered by God to
do God’s will, which is to bring and maintain justice in the land of Israel. The enemies of
the psalmist in Psalm 18 are the enemies of God; those whom the psalmist would destroy
in Psalm 101 are those who sin – whose iniquities damage God’s people and are an
affront to God himself. The power of these psalmists is derivative: they are God’s hand
made manifest in redressing the balance and in driving sin and crime from God’s people,
eliminating the evil doers from the earth. God trained the psalmist for war and guided his
war making with the strength needed to wage the battle against evil. God guaranteed the
victory by making the enemies turn their backs and be slaughtered as the cowards they
inherently are. The victory of the psalmist is God’s victory; the psalmist acts not for
himself but for the One from whom all power, grace and love flow.
So it seems a bit strange that the psalmist of 137 does not even consider
himself as the destroying hand of God. He is resigned to his life of slavery and to the
mockery and laughter of his captors as they demand that he sing and dance. He does not
ask for deliverance from his enemies, even as he remains faithful to the memory of
Jerusalem. Nor does he shout out to God in order to wake him up from his slumber and
come for the salvation of his people. The psalmist of 137 is curiously supine and
despairing of his own fate. What he does – the extent and import of his prayer – is only
curse and plead for revenge at the hand of anyone bloodthirsty enough to crush Babylon.

I understand that call for revenge. There are some losses that are so great
that we may feel that there is no relief but only that blood calls for blood, and that for the
sake of justice, not comfort. There is no comfort to be had; some losses can not be
regained, but still they must be paid for. While I understand the cry for revenge, I do not
quite understand the psalmist.
If I had suffered the loss and degradation he suffered, if I experienced the
shame, pain and grief that he experienced, I too would want revenge but I would most of
all want the revenge to be at my own hands. I would pray for the ability and grace to be
God’s instrument of justice. But the psalmist does not do this. He doesn’t ask for God’s
strength and training for war nor does he ask God to deliver his enemies to him. He does
not ask God to awaken, nor does he ask God to remember his people or his own
faithfulness to Israel. He only asks God to remember the Edomites. He asks for nothing
else, not even agreement; the psalm doesn’t even calls for a response. The psalmist
finishes with curses. Instead of asking to be the instrument of God’s justice, he blesses
the hands of others who will dash the babies against the rocks.
The psalmist is not the destroyer; he is the observer. In his mind’s eye he
can see the scene of revenge – the destruction of Babylon and the death of children
juxtaposed with his memory of the destruction of Jerusalem. But this destruction does
not come from his hands or the hands of God, but rather the hands of others. He is
detached, an audience. He sits in a position of judgment and cold approval of the
violence, much as the Edomites were audience to Jerusalem’s destruction, much as the
Babylonians wish to be audience to the songs of Zion.

Perhaps my failure to understand the psalmist lies in my experience.
While I have felt alienated, disoriented and wronged to the extent that hatred rose within
me, never have I felt the degree of dislocation and impotence the psalmist feels or that
perhaps all slaves feel. Sometimes when I could secure revenge for wrongs done to me, I
would. Sometimes, when I recalled the commandment to forgive, even though I could
avenge the wrong, I did not. And for those times when I did not have the power to
avenge the wrong and lacked the steadfastness to forgive, I would pray that God deal
with it. In short, I have always felt some recourse to power, but not the psalmist. His
hatred and impotency is so extreme that what he expresses is the height of power – to be
able to will and watch one’s will become actualized without lifting a finger oneself.
Stated in that way, that notion of power is one with which I am familiar.
I don’t know what to make of this psalm or how we should understand it
within our faith community. Even though my interpretation of its message differs in
starkness from Brueggemann’s (who sees considerably more hope in 137 than I think the
text supports), I am cognizant of his warning that it is not up to us to “justify” such a
prayer in Scripture (p. 76), though I must point out that there was some controversy
within the early church about whether Psalm 137 should be included within the canon at
all. Even so, Brueggemann does offer (p. 74 – 77) a way to understand the message of
the psalm that I think is correct though I modify some parts of it.
While we are called to forgiveness, we need to think through what that
forgiveness entails. As I implied above, when I am in a position of power, my forgiving
my enemies may well take on a flavor of magnanimity: by overcoming my hatred and
desire for revenge, forgiving my enemy becomes a way of exalting myself. Even

handing the matter over to God so that he “can deal with it” places me in the position of
superiority such that even God serves my needs, much like a celestial valet.
So perhaps this psalm calls us to examine the nature of forgiveness by
displaying a state in which the power of the victim plays no role and where there is no
possibility of personal exaltation or even latent feelings of superiority. In those instances
not only forgiveness but also faith may be inaccessible unless we first confront the full
extent of the ugliness and the entire effect of our hatred. If Calvin is correct in his
assertion that the Psalms provide us with a full anatomy of the soul, then this psalm is
describing an aspect of ourselves that begs for examination. Even as I am repulsed by the
display of utter hatred in the psalmist, so much more am I revulsed and frightened by the
thought that this hatred may well exist within me and manifest itself in ways of which I
am unaware.
What makes forgiveness even under ordinary conditions difficult is that it
undermines our pride. When we have been wronged it is natural for us to feel that we
deserve to be avenged: not only does justice demand that the world be set aright and
rebalanced, but that demand is predicated on the notion that the victim of the wrong has a
status which has been denigrated by the wrong. Forgiveness forgoes the vengeance and it
seems to imply that it was permissible for the victim to be wronged. That in turn seems
to imply that the victim’s status is so subordinate, low or negligible that redressing the
balance of justice is unnecessary and may be ignored. It appears that the easiest way for
us to deal with this apparent complicity in the denigration and denial of a worthy self that
forgiveness entails is by positing and adopting a superior status. This enables us to
forgive the offense to self by maintaining that the “real” self is able to assert itself from a

higher, transcending position and therefore grant forgiveness from this station without
being in any way complicit in the offense. Forgiveness under this condition is a virtuous
exercise which ennobles the forgiver.
In Psalm 137 there is no nobility at all, nor is there a romantic view of the
self or community. There is no tolerance for the offender nor any accommodation for the
humanity of the oppressor. The psalm is uncompromising in its vision and expression.
In so being, it poses questions for us: Are there some offenses that we can not forgive or
ought not forgive? Does the call to remain constant in our faith require that there are
times that forgiveness be overridden? Is forgiveness from power genuine, or is the only
authentic forgiveness one that comes from impotence, or from the recognition of our own
hatred? Does forgiveness often provide us with an easy way of accommodating evil and
enable us to avoid confrontation both with the evil doer and with those aspects of
ourselves we would rather not admit exist? And is that kind of forgiveness inauthentic?
I can not provide answers to those questions as yet, and what I will
propose in subsequent chapters may perhaps be better understood as a beginning or a
preparation to answers to these questions.

Yet I do have some confidence in asserting

that this is a subversive psalm. It is certainly subversive in a way that is similar to the
gospel's way by attacking the dominant social structure and order, but it does so
idiosyncratically through its expression of impotent hate – a hatred the extremely
oppressed have for their callous oppressors. But on another level it also subverts our
cherished notions of “innocent victims” by explicitly displaying the ramifications of that
hatred. It subverts our basic notions of ourselves by introducing us to a dark aspect of

our souls we would rather deny. It calls into question our contemporary notions of
tolerance and humanism.
Precisely because it is difficult to understand how Psalm 137 fits within
our faith and is consistent with the revelations, messages and expressions we receive
from the other psalms, the rest of Scripture, theology and spirituality that it pushes us
towards a deeper understanding of our relation to each other, those outside our
communities and God. What we lose by ignoring or redacting this psalm is this challenge
to reconsider ourselves and what we are called to be in a different light.
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How many times have you heard the statement that "I am spiritual, but not religious." It is
so common that it could easily qualify as a contemporary cliché. But what does it mean? In a
former time to be spiritual was to be religious: they meant pretty much the same thing. Today,
however, spirituality can refer to a hundred different things, from self-care to mysticism, from
yoga to a psychological power of positive thinking. And the diversity of the different kinds of
religion, from the recognized world religions to emergent communities, is staggering. So one
cannot take for granted that we know what the self-description really means.
If this common saying represents something relatively significant, should we say it is
positive or negative? Parents or grandparents usually feel disappointment when they hear that
their offspring are spiritual but not religious. But the young mean it quite positively. One has to
reckon that the greater part of the twenty million people who have left the Catholic Church in the
US in the last few decades think they have grown spiritually. Is there something new going on
culturally that is reflected by this aphorism? At least this is clear: the ideas of spirituality and
religion, which have always been taken for granted as almost synonymous, are now so
distinguished that one can claim to be spiritual and not religious.
We need a strategy to even talk about this issue. I propose, first of all, taking account of
our present cultural situation. Against this background I will put on the table the fact that there is
an enormous variety of different Christian spiritualities. Spirituality is an open and fluid reality.
Then, with this background in place I will formulate descriptive concepts of "spirituality" and
"religion" and in the light of these working definitions I will offer some reflections in response to
the question, "can one be spiritual but not religious?"
The Cultural Background of Religion and Spirituality Today
If we wish to speak about spirituality today, we have to take into account the cultural
world in which we live. I find that four factors mark our situation today that have a direct bearing
on how we speak of spirituality and religion. These are experiences associated with our complex,
developed, and urban culture.

Modern times ushered in the separation of church and state. More pervasively it gradually
injected various degrees of secularization in which religion does not enter into society's planning
of education, business, and political economic strategy. One good reason for this lies in the
multiplicity of religions. With so many diverse religious opinions abroad, society gradually
makes religious belonging a private affair and relegates it to the margins of public social issues.
This results in religion losing its common social support; each person is free to not be religious,
and many people experience no advantage or difference in their lives without public religious
belonging or without God. In short: some degree of secularization.
Another factor comes from the world becoming a smaller place with increasing migration
of peoples so that we are more aware of other religions besides Christianity and Judaism. In fact
the world is full of different religions; after the great world religions, there are countless other
local religions. This new recognition of religious diversity has a way of relativizing religion itself:
so many different religions make it hard to imagine that there is one true religion, and from there
it is an easy step to thinking that the object of religion represents no more than a human
projection. A good number of scientists and intellectuals share this view. In short: relativism.
Another factor in the common experience of human beings will always be a challenge to
the very idea of God. This may be called paradoxically the "non-experience" of God. By this I
refer to God's silence when we need God's word most, God's absence when people seem most
desperate, God's impotence where we expect God's power, and God's failure to show up where
evil abounds. Many people, usually in a situation of crisis, cannot negotiate the unfathomable
mystery of how God can be both all powerful and good at the same time when the world is as it
is. In short: massive innocent suffering scandalizes the faith of many people.
Finally, when one wants to speak about spirituality and religion in this situation one has
to be dazzled by so many different kinds of spirituality. Of course, different spiritualities come
with different religions. But even within Christianity there are many different kinds of spirituality
connected with different churches, and within each church different theologies generate or reflect
different spiritualities. A consideration of ethics also enters into this mix, and the differences in
ethical systems and values abound. Suddenly one seems to be faced with the possibility that every
single individual has his or her own unique spirituality that is really quite different from even
their friends and fellow members of a given church. I will reflect on this in the next section.
In an earlier period where cultures were more isolated and there was less communications
between them, less travel and migration, it seems that the relations between a specific religion

and its theology, its ethics, and its spirituality were relatively stable. There was less hybridity or
mixture and more homogeneity in what it meant to be a Catholic, a Lutheran, a Jew, a Muslim, a
Hindu, or a Buddhist. By contrast, a new thing has been happening in our days and it consists in a
breaking off of spirituality from organized religion. And this is complicated by commingling and
interchange, so that parts of one spirituality are being absorbed by people in another religion and
even by those with no religion at all. How can we even talk about spirituality and mean the same
thing in such a situation? But wait: there has always been a pluralism of spiritualities even within
Christianity itself.
Pluralism of Christian Spiritualities
In this part of the discussion I want to insist on how varied human spiritualities are. The
sheer variety of what can pass for spirituality is massive and confusing. Spiritualities of course
vary according to religions. Generically, there are Buddhist and Hindu and Islamic spiritualities.
Marxism and other forms of atheistic humanism display non-religious spiritualities. People can be
absolutely committed to social justice and human values without explicit belief in God. But even
within particular religions one finds a pluralism of spiritualities. I will demonstrate this with
examples from our own Christian history.
This does not mean that common features are lacking. Pluralism means differences
within a wider all embracing unity. All Christians, Paul says, share this in common: "There is one
body and one Spirit, as there is also one hope held out in God's call to you; one Lord, one faith,
one baptism; one God and Father of all, who is over all and through all and in all" (Eph 4:4-6).
But within this uniting confession of faith, the differences of Christian life and motivation are
remarkable. Let me illustrate this with the essential or inner defining marks of seven different
spiritualities. This list is by no means exhaustive.
First, the monastic life of Egypt in the third and fourth centuries which John Cassian
brought to Europe in the fifth century proposed that the highest form of Christian life was to
separate oneself from this world and to completely master one's inner desires. The goal of the
spiritual life was to develop such a purity of heart, that is, an inner desire for and fixation on God,
that all one's actions in this world would be consciously referred to or dominated by this clinging
to what human life was oriented towards from the beginning. i
Next, in Thomas Aquinas's theology of grace one finds the basic template for Catholic
spirituality since his time. All human beings are ordained by God the creator for happiness. But
more than this, human beings are also invited to a personal fulfillment in communion with the

divine life itself. But due to the limitation of nature and the infection of human sin, we are unable
to reach that blessed supernatural end without divine help or grace. That grace has been
communicated to us through Jesus Christ, and it provides us with the supernatural virtues of faith,
hope, and love. These are meant to guide our actions. The fundamental structure of Christian
spirituality, therefore, is to perform actions that are empowered by faith, hope, and love of God
and neighbor and in this way save our souls.ii
In the sixteenth century Martin Luther proposed a different, I think one can say radically
different, conception of Christian spirituality. It is based on the premise that was shared by
Augustine and Aquinas that, because of sin, we cannot initiate our own salvation: it has to come
to us through Jesus Christ. And this salvation is negotiated in two steps: first we acknowledge our
sinfulness and at the same time cling to Jesus Christ as the promise of our salvation. Then,
second, out of gratitude, we love God and neighbor and actively serve them. In Luther the whole
drama of acting out our salvation is based on the foundational experience faith in Christ and
thanksgiving for God's mercy. This is less a spirituality of activities, and more a spirituality of
gratitude.iii
The spirituality that John Calvin developed to maturity in his work as a reformer in the
city of Geneva looks quite different from Luther's. Calvin's sense of the sovereignty of God, his
positive conception of law, and his view of God's providence helped him to forge a spirituality
that emphasized the vocation of each person. Each person is who he or she is because God has a
plan for the world and for each one in it. In this spirituality, each Christian can read God's will in
the constellation of his or her talents and social position, and the living out of one's family and
social life gives glory to God as creator and savior. This is a spirituality of participation in the
building of social community and stewardship of our earthly resources. iv
Two very different modern theologians are the Catholic Teilhard de Chardin and the
Lutheran Dietrich Bonhoeffer. As different as they are, they share a modern conviction that we
live in a new modern world in which the destiny of the earth is in human hands so that human
beings are called upon to become responsible for it and tend it. Both of these men, in the way
they thought and the way they lived, turned not to external religion as the source of spirituality,
but to Christ who by incarnation showed that God was not up there and out there but within the
world of matter and the world of social relationships. This spirituality directly contradicts
monastic spirituality and Thomas à Kempis's classic Imitation of Christ at several points: there is

no withdrawal from the world because God is found precisely within the world and the quest for
its fulfillment.v
Consider also the liberationist spirituality that is shared by Latin Americans and in the
United States by African Americans and Hispanic Americans. This spirituality rests on the
experience and conviction that, like a loving parent, God's universal love for God's children
extends special care for those who absolutely need it. This is God's preferential option for the
poor and it extends to all, as the brothers and sisters of the poor, the requirement of love to help
them in the measure of their need. This too is a modern spirituality because it presupposes that
unjust social structures are not matters of fate but can be changed and that we are called upon to
change those that injure their victims.vi
Finally, a new kind of spirituality has gradually swept through the whole world in the
course of the twentieth century which is analogously called Pentecostal. I say analogously
because there are of course many differences among Pentecostals. But they share a kind of
liturgical spirituality in which the presence of the Spirit to their assemblies is celebrated and
demonstrated in a variety of open, enthusiastic ways. This is Spirit-centered spirituality, a new
energetic and vividly experienced spirituality that has reached world-wide proportions and is in a
consistent process of growth.vii
These examples are enough to show that "spirituality" is an almost inexhaustible field of
inquiry. Against the background of our contemporary culture and this fluid reality of spirituality
we obviously need some working definitions of what we are talking about.
Working Definitions of Spirituality and Religion
Just as every single person seems to have his or her own spirituality, so too every
theologian has a different conception of what the idea of spirituality represents. I recognize this
and therefore do not pretend that the following definitions or descriptions of spirituality and
religion are the only or even the most adequate possibilities. But they may shed some light on the
subject. My purpose here is not to defend them but to work with them.
The place to begin is with the idea of spirituality. By spirituality I mean the logic, or
character, or consistent quality of a person's living insofar as it is measured before ultimate
reality. This conception is intended to be open and inclusive: according to it, everyone has a
spirituality even when they are not conscious of it, so long as they have a character and identity at
all. This conception rescues the idea of spirituality from the margins of bizarre or esoteric activity
and places it within the sphere of ordinary life. Spirituality is something like personal identity in

action. Even though those with similar spiritualities form groups, still, at bottom, spirituality
describes the individual identity of a person. This notion of spirituality rests on the truism that we
are what we do, so that the overall character or pattern of our behaviors, their logic, really
constitutes the spirituality that in turn defines who we are.
Given this basis, spirituality may also refer to the study of this dimension of human life.
And various kinds of spirituality, in terms of religions, types, and schools, can be categorized and
compared. But these always refer back to patterns of human living before ultimate reality.
I want to define religion in a way that differentiates it from spirituality without
necessarily separating or dissociating it from spirituality. I will look upon religion in this
discussion as a set of beliefs, values, and practices that together define what ultimate reality is
and the relationship that obtains between this ultimate reality and ourselves.
Two elements in this description of religion have particular bearing in this discussion.
The first is that I represent religion primarily in objective social terms: the word "religion" seems
first of all to refer to the public institutions called religions into which people are socialized and
are members. On this first level religions are larger than us and draw us into themselves. But,
second, this does not exhaust the meaning of a religion because it is also internalized and
resonates with the deepest religious experiences of the members. On the first level we talk about
the religions: Hinduism, Christianity, and Islam. On the second level we know that the religions
are constituted by the very lives of people who live them and would not exist apart from the
people who bear them in their daily lives.
These two descriptions of spirituality and religion, especially the distinction between two
spheres of religion, the social and the personally appropriated, can offer some first clarifications
about the relationship between the spiritual and the religious. The idea of "spirituality," for
example, when one says "I am spiritual," tends to refer to the deep inner recesses of a person.
This is where each one considers ultimate questions and looks for ultimate meaning. By contrast,
the idea of "religion," for example, when one says "I am not religious," often means that one is
not a member, or not a practicing participant, of a specific religion or religious congregation.
Religion tends to refer to the exterior sphere as in organized religion.
But this does not tell the whole story. Actually religion on the personal level can so
approach becoming a spirituality that it is scarcely different from a spirituality. When one really
internalizes a religion, it can become the dominant part of one's spirituality. Or, one's
spontaneous, interior spirituality may find its clearest external expression in the beliefs, values,

and practices of a religious community. Conceivably, therefore, "I am not religious" may also
mean that a religion is deeply internalized within me even though I do not assemble with any
community.
To sum up before moving on: the distinction between the ideas of the spiritual and the
religious that I am tentatively proposing associates spirituality with the individual and personal
logic of each person's life and religion with a more objective and social milieu. But this would be
a distortion if one did not recognized how they can overlap so that one's spirituality can become
synonymous with the religious. In this view of things spirituality is the deeper and broader
category since no one can lack a spirituality: ultimately it defines individual identity.
Five Observations
These definitions and clarifications provide the context for a response to the question:
"Can one be spiritual but not religious?" It turns out that this is no simple question with a simple
answer but requires considerable nuance. The five following statements at least begin to close in
on an answer.
All people have some spirituality, and every spirituality unfolds within the sphere of some
conception of ultimate reality that is religion-like in commanding an ultimate loyalty. This flows
from the very definition of spirituality that I propose; it associates spirituality with the depth
dimension of our specifically human lives. We all live by some overall vision and commitment
that encompasses our lives; and all cling to the object of that allegiance by some form of faith.
When one does not have such faith in an explicit self-conscious way, one is either looking for it
or it lies embedded in one's action, unattended to and not consciously recognized. But it still
guides our lives.
There can be because there are non-theistic religious spiritualities. We have to be alert
today to the fact of the many religions that surround us. Because of intermarriage, families today
are becoming the most vital place for interreligious dialogue. Buddhism and Buddhist spiritual
practices show us that there can be deep religious spiritualities that are non-theistic. They are
religious because they encompass the total energy of people in ultimacy and require faith, even
though that ultimacy is not described as a personal God. The inner coherence of such
commitments, often accompanied by values of self-transcending service, provides the rationale
for vibrant and convinced atheistic spiritualities even within Christian Western culture.
Correlatively, there are religions and churches that are founded upon genuine spiritual
experience and that no longer address the inner longings and behaviors of their former members.

I take this as self-evident in Europe; shifts are also occurring in the United States. The numbers in
the Catholic Church have remained stable proportionally: in the area of between 20 to 25 percent
of the population. But this hides the dropout rate because the absolute numbers have been
supplemented by immigrants. The Catholic and mainline Christian churches are losing members,
sometimes to churches representing a more vital spirituality.
Our new open and pluralistic societies and individualistic cultures allow the existence of
spiritualities that are purely personal and may be either non-religious and non-theistic or may be
deeply religious and even Christian in their substance. The point here is that inner religious belief
and commitment can be distinguished off from social commitments such as membership in a
church. The result is often a much deeper commitment or search because it assumes much more
responsibility and risk. The assumption is that the statement "I am spiritual" is not a cover for
apathy and superficiality. From this perspective, the saying "I am spiritual but not religious"
represents mature responsibility and admirable honesty and commitment or a search for an object
of religious-like commitment.
But from a Christian perspective private spiritualities that lack a belief in resurrection
and eternal life ultimately appear to be pessimistic about the value and positive outcome of
human existence. Here I simply make appeal, without developing it, to the doctrine of eternal life.
Without this possibility or something like it the massive innocent suffering that the world of
nature and history dramatically represent to our imaginations ultimately seems to have the upper
hand. Without resurrection the world and human life in it are left metaphysically senseless,
without ultimate meaning. What happens to personhood? From the Christian perspective Jesus'
resurrection baths this entire range of experience with hope.
Conclusion
Let me conclude this discussion with the observation that the statement "I am spiritual
but not religious" reveals a great deal about our religious situation in the United States today. It is
more than a remark made in passing. It reflects a general situation in the West and developed
pluralistic societies that in turn contains a twofold challenge to the survival of the churches in a
vibrant form: first a challenge to the churches and second a challenge to individual Christians.
On the part of the churches: if the churches want to continue to be relevant they must
directly address the newly experienced spiritual questions of their constituents. This does not
mean abandoning their traditions; but it does mean reinterpreting them. The response of mainline
churches to their dwindling membership generally appears to be to close up turtle-like and

reassert traditional doctrines and practices in order to maintain identity. Many have observed that
this just compounds the problem: the churches have to address the questions that are being asked
by their members and those who look to them for guidance on new issues.
On the part of individuals: if deep conceptions of truth have a universal relevance, they
tend to communicate themselves. Therefore individualist spirituality is ultimately an anomaly. If
such spiritual experience is really true it should spontaneously urge communication of itself and
building of community around itself or joining a community of the like-minded. One may be
spiritual but not religious for a time, but within every authentic spirituality lies an impulse to
enter into some level of community whether it be religious or not.
In sum, my conclusion about the idea that one can be spiritual and not religious is that
this may be a true and authentic position, but if it is authentic, it should lead in time to
membership in a community. At the same time, the phenomenon appears to be positive, and it
contains a significant cultural challenge to our public religious institutions: they may be subject to
legitimate criticism.
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